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Chapter One

 


 


Jack Brandon barreled past the senior couple
avoiding their stares. If his flight wasn't delayed, he would miss
it, and all because of some shuffling old farts. The moving
sidewalk carried him across the terminal double time as he fumbled
for his phone.

A woman moving in the opposite direction
caught his attention. She whisked past, hair streaming like a kite
tail. Her shoulder bag was a bright aqua that stuck out in the
crowd. He glanced over his shoulder and saw that she had looked
back. For a zinger of a moment they made eye contact then his ride
on the moving sidewalk ended as his feet hit solid ground. The rest
of him tumbled forward and his cell phone spun off in a wild arc
coming to rest several feet away in pieces.

"You okay?" Humiliation rolled over him as a
pair of leather boots, strung up Victorian fashion, nudged his
shoulder. He pulled himself up quickly though she offered a hand.
Ignoring her, he moved off for his phone.

"I'm fine."

"You sure?" The girl with the bag knelt and
reached for the battery. Her jeans were fitted, her white blouse
tied at the front. "I hope your phone's okay." She gave a little
laugh as if she were making fun.

"I drop it all the time."

"You don't look that clumsy." She passed him
the pieces.

People stood around looking sympathetic.
Jack felt the red rise on his cheeks. She had to have climbed over
the handrail to get to him so fast. He grabbed his carry-on and
stalked off not bothering to smooth down his chinos or thank her.
He could feel her eyes on his back as he practically ran to catch
the plane.

The Delta 757 departed Atlanta and was in
the air for over an hour before Jack pulled the seat to the upright
position. The border of blue ocean came into view. He tried to push
the mental weeds to the back of his head; the late flight, his
chafed knee, the girl. It was early and he had a full day ahead.
His cell phone chimed.

"Hello, Jack?" His secretary sounded like
she'd fallen into a tin can.

"Yes?"

"How's the Caribbean?" She said it
care-a-be-an, like the theme park ride.

"It's wonderful."

"I wish I was there."

"What can I do for you?" Jack tried to keep
the irritation out of his voice.

Trudy clucked her tongue into the receiver.
"Did you get the fax from Byron?"

"I'm not home yet."

"Get it back as soon as you can," she
admonished.

"Done."

"And notarized."

"Yes, Trudy," Jack answered with a sigh.

"We should know something by Monday." The
secretary's voice was filled with expectation.

He agreed. "I'm sure they'll consider us for
the exhibit space."

"It's in the bag, dear."

Unconsciously, Jack shook his head. "This is
just to get into the running."

"Then why am I sending you a list of buyers'
agents?"

"Because I don't want to spend my life in a
hotel."

"You won't," Trudy declared. "You'll spend
six months in an aquatic wonderland educating the public and
polluting the atmosphere on your commute."

"Beautifully said." Jack kept his voice low
so his fellow passengers wouldn't sense he was on the defensive.
But how could he be? Yes, it was an overcrowded, bustling city, but
Atlanta had a world class aquarium and the Brandon Sea Turtle
Foundation was a part of it. With luck, they would win the bid for
the new exhibit space currently under construction.

"The fax number is in your planner."

"I know."

"Have a lovely trip," Trudy chirped.

He thanked her and shut the phone. She acted
as if he was on some kind of vacation, but the truth was he was
going home. The next few weeks were for research purposes only.
He'd have to return to the mainland soon.

St. Thomas came into view, a leafy mound of
paradise surrounded by light blue water. As they circled around the
island, Jack thought he could see his boat snuggled in the private
marina of Charlotte-Amalie. The streets were laid out in snaking
lines along the port, where cruise ships anchored like giant
dominos. He had a house in St. John his mother had left him, but he
preferred sleeping aboard Calliope. When the plane landed,
he would make a beeline for the marina. His crew would be
waiting.

 


****

 


Twenty-five, twenty, fifteen...Jack
slowed until he achieved perfect weightlessness then reached for
his dive computer to count down the five-minute safety stop. Below,
his intern, Scott, waved off a wandering remora, the break in his
bubble stream causing Jack to look down. Lost in the green murk,
the reef was no longer visible, but Jack was satisfied that their
subjects were accounted for.

Turtle Cove was his quiet place. A small
rocky cay wreathed by a series of reefs, he monitored it for the
turtles that fed there. Sebastian did a casual fly by as if making
sure both men found their way up to the surface. The green sea
turtle weighed just over four hundred pounds. He was a mature,
strong specimen, the biggest Jack had ever seen. He himself had
harmlessly tagged the hind flipper three years before.

The hum of a motor grazed his awareness and
Jack froze. Ignoring the Diver Down flag, the intruder raced across
the surface, inverted wake zooming impossibly close. Both Jack and
Scott hit their dump valves to drop quickly out of harm's way, but
the instinctive habit was not necessary. With heads still attached,
they shot up the last few feet and ripped down their masks.

"Conner!" Jack screamed. The beefy man
aboard Calliope quit shaking his fist long enough to see if
corpses were bobbing in the turquoise foam. "Did you see that?" he
shouted.

Beside him, Scott cried, "Jack, where's
Sebastian? I saw him right before they passed over."

Jack heaved himself onto the boat's dive
platform and tore off his buoyancy compensator. Conner followed to
the top deck and the three of them scanned the water before
surrendering to the logic that the turtle, too, had survived.

"We should go after them," Jack said
angrily. Conner wasn't moved.

"And do what?" his best friend asked.

"Come on!"

"Man, you know I'd love to."

Conner searched the horizon and finding
everything quiet motioned for Scott to start the engine. "We can
run them down and report them, or we can cut out of here and go get
something to eat."

Diver Down flags were ignored occasionally,
but little was ever done about it. "Who was it?" Jack demanded.

"Not sure, but I'll keep an eye out."

Jack leaned over the rail as the indigo
water sped past Calliope's bow. His pride seethed, but more
from Conner's reaction than the ignorant charter boat. He knew he'd
jumped the gun. Sometimes he reacted like he was still thirty years
old and invincible, with a beautiful, ambitious fiancée beside
him.

They cruised into the marina, and Jack
grabbed his bag. "I've got to fax some forms to Trudy. Where are
you heading?"

Conner pointed up the palm-dappled slope
where a winding road led to their favorite grill. Jack turned his
duffle inside out. "Where's my planner?" He picked through his
clothes and shower bag. "What'd I do with it?" He went to his cabin
below and brought up his briefcase.

"Why don't you get a Blackberry?" Conner
asked.

"Like you're more organized than me?" Jack
riffled through the contents. "I'm old-fashioned."

"Maybe you left it in the City of
Peaches."

A horrible thought struck Jack. He had
dropped his bag in the airport, not just his phone. Now he would
have to call Trudy or miss the opportunity to apply for the new
exhibit space.

"I'm going to have to call my
secretary."

"She hot?"

"She's eighty."

Conner made a face.

"Don't worry I'll introduce you when you
come up."

"Better hope she doesn't have your little
black book," Conner warned with a grin.

 



Chapter Two

 


 


Sara Hart caught the shuttle bus to
long-term parking. She collapsed into a seat and took from her bag
a small notebook the man had dropped. A tab fell open to the B's.
It was a planner for numbers and addresses.

She noted the entry Benton, Mark, and
realized it was a little black book with notes in the margins.
Bloomberg, Marie, of New York, was blocked from his cell
phone. Campbell, Pumpkin -- could there really be a grown
woman named Pumpkin? -- had a scratched out cell number and a
gratuitous phrase describing her assets.

Sara giggled in spite of herself and looked
up. No one on the bus seemed to be interested in what she was
doing. The windows were down, letting in the fresh breeze. Peach
and tulip trees waved pompom blossoms from sidewalks. The sun
shined from rooftops, and the metal, glass, and mixed concrete
superstructures glowed. In the springtime, Atlanta became an urban
garden.

By the time she reached home in her
door-dinged Blazer, she had a good handle on what kind of man she'd
bumped into. The front page had a box that J.B. had filled in with
nothing more than his initials and a 1-800 number. She dog-eared a
few pages to show her sister once she unpacked.

 


****

 


"I can't believe you finally let Carly go to
a slumber party."

"I needed a break."

"From your own daughter?"

"She's not a daughter anymore." Sara's
sister, Ellen, threw a pair of shoes into an open closet. Her
bobbed hair swung with vehemence. "She's a woman trapped in a
child's body and if we don't start spending a little more time
apart she will never see fifteen."

Sara laughed. Pulling the curtains back, she
examined the view outside of their second story apartment. "I'm
just glad she got invited."

"She was beside herself."

"Cary's a good girl," said Sara defensively.
Her niece was also smart and a heck of a cook.

"I'm glad you took the trip. You needed a
break, you're driving everyone crazy worrying about the lease."

"The lease! Don't bring up the lease!" Sara
pictured the deli she was opening down the street from the Georgia
Aquarium. "I'm expecting things to go right through the roof. Do
you think I'm being unrealistic?"

Ellen gave her a reassuring smile. "Nobody
can bake like you. Have you decided on a name? I'm still for
Jellyfish Junction."

Sara groaned. "Terrible and tacky."

"You'll never sell anything with a name like
that."

"Speaking of tacky--" Sara pulled the
planner out.

Ellen flipped through it, gasped at some of
the entries then examined the contact number. "Where'd you get
this?"

She told her. "Why would someone put a toll
free number in their address book?"

"Maybe he runs an escort business."

"I could see that."

"Good looking?"

"Very. Short black hair, olive-complexion,
broad in the shoulders."

"Rude, but hot."

Sara nodded.

Ellen dialed the number from her cell. She
listened for a moment then clicked the phone shut as if avoiding
someone's answer.

"What?"

"Have you ever heard of the Brandon Sea
Turtle Foundation?"

"The sea turtle rescue group. He must work
for them."

"Probably at the aquarium," Ellen
suggested.

"So J.B. would be his initials. Why didn't
he put down his own number?"

"With a book like this?" Ellen thumbed
through the pages and with doe eyes serious, handed it back to
Sara. In thick letters, someone had penciled STALKER beside
a woman's name.

When Sara woke up the next day, she tried to
ignore the book beside her computer. After a phone call to the
bank, she took a hot shower then lathered herself in moisturizer.
Her hair still in a towel, she hit the search engine for
information about the BSTF and its staff. The About Us link
gave her nothing more than a brief history, but it did provide the
founder's name: Jack Brandon.

"No way," she said to no one in particular.
She browsed until she found a staff page that listed personnel. The
research staff included marine biologists, divers, and a couple of
interns. None of them had the initials she was looking for. The
chairman was listed again as Jack Brandon.

Sara clicked on his biography. She scrolled
down to a head shot. Jack was in fact, J.B. She studied his
expression: confident but aloof, a man who knew how to get the job
done. She sat quietly gazing at the profile then with a chuckle
went back to the bathroom to comb out her hair.

Her blue eyes watched back from the mirror.
Once a fair blond, time had darkened it, so she'd had it
highlighted to satisfy her ego. She still called herself a natural,
but it was pushing it.

Maybe tomorrow she would take a field trip.
Perhaps she would run into Jack Brandon and his sea turtles. She
decided to call first, to see if he was in. After a nerve-wracking
transfer and two brisk rings later, a kind voice answered. "He's
not in town," his secretary told her. Sara's heart pounded like a
jackhammer. "Can I help you?"

"No," Sara stumbled in reply, "I'll call
back."

"He should be in the last week of the
month."

"Thanks." She hung up, wondering what the
woman on the other side of the line looked like. He seemed the type
that would have a beautiful woman to do his bidding. She curled her
lip. It would be easy to put the book in the mail but dropping it
off in person would be more polite. At the very least he could show
a little appreciation. He'd been the one to run off.

 


****

 


The next three weeks were hectic. The chairs
arrived for the deli and Sara opened on time, albeit without a sign
or much publicity. Carly came in to help after school and before
long they organized a six day routine. Sunday was her only day to
relax, but the planner beside her computer got in the way. It made
its way to her bag, and eventually the car. Finally business was so
slow one afternoon, she took a detour home after closing early.

The Georgia Aquarium loomed, ironically,
over Baker Street. A modern glass and steel structure, it looked
like the bow to a futuristic Titanic jutting up from the city
streets.

Jack's secretary, Sara discovered, was
beautiful after all. Trudy, as she introduced herself, had thick
white hair coiled into a bun and owlish eyes shining behind silver
frames. She seemed delighted to meet Sara who got lost wandering
through the maze of administrative tunnels on the second floor.

Sara handed the book over with an
explanation and accepted a bottled water. They were talking about
her previous catering career when a tall man walked by in shorts
and flipflops. He did an about face.

"Conner!" Trudy greeted him. She motioned
toward Sara. "Look who found Jack's planner."

His yellow hair was damp and he smelled
faintly of fish. Sara saw amusement in his eyes. "You found the
book?" Sara nodded. "You didn't read it, did you?" he teased. She
blushed and tried to think of something to say. He gave her a
knowing grin.

Sara tried to cover her laugh with a choked,
"The pages fell open," but it faded off as Conner's face dropped
and he waved to someone behind her.

Jack Brandon strode up. "Your book," Trudy
said with pleasure. She passed it to him and he looked at Sara in
surprise. She saw vague recognition and heard once more the cool
voice.

"Where did you get this?" He fanned the
pages as if reacquainting himself.

"You dropped it at the airport."

"You couldn't call me?"

"I tried," said Sara.

Jack raised a brow as if he didn't quite
believe her. "You found me, how?"

Sara reared back as if he'd stepped on her
toe. "I called the number, didn't leave a message, looked up your
website, and thought I'd be kind enough to drop it off."

"I see," said Jack, who didn't bother to
introduce himself or ask her name. Her retort had turned his cool
demeanor to ice. "What do you want for it?"

"I beg your pardon?"

"Do I need to pay you for the trouble?"

"It was no trouble. I just thought it would
be easier to drop off."

"Uh-huh," he said as if she were making up
excuses he could see through. "A month later." Trudy decided to
answer a phone that hadn't rung and Conner disappeared.

Sara bristled, pushed her purse strap up
over her shoulder and looked past him. "I was busy." She had never
been treated so boorishly. Her legs took her quickly out the
door.

"Wait a minute." Jack caught up with her.
"Here." He thrust a pair of tickets into her hand.

"What's this?"

"Passes."

"I don't need any passes."

She pushed them over, accidentally brushing
his hand. The warmth of it caught her off guard. He gave a little
chuckle under his breath. "I'd take you to lunch but I'm afraid my
schedule's full."

The nerve of the man confounded her. Angry
at the flush that plumed up her neck she gave him a locked-jaw
gaze. "I'd starve before eating with you."

 


****

 


Sara ate dinner with Ellen and Carly in the
apartment they shared uptown. "I'm going to name the deli Turtle
Soup."

They exploded into laughter and her niece
gave her a thumbs up. "And Jack Brandon will think of you every
time he drives by."

"I don't want him to drive by unless he's in
a hearse."

"He might sue."

"No," Sara disagreed, although some of the
steam in her locomotive dissipated.

"You're not going to actually serve turtle
soup, are you?"

"Course not."

Ellen held up a fork to halt the
conversation. "I've had turtle soup before."

Carly moaned. Sara laughed. "Where was
that?"

"Grand Cayman." She looked at her daughter.
"Once your father and I spent a week in Grand Cayman diving the
wall."

"The wall?" asked Carly.

"A coral cliff. There's a turtle farm there
that hatches babies and provides meat for the industry."

"That's disgusting."

"No, actually it's good. Not that much
different from beef, really."

"Gross," Carly said. "Doesn't that promote
poaching?"

"Why?"

"Because you give people a taste for
it."

"It doesn't matter," Sara argued, trying to
reroute them back to her own affairs. "I can't actually serve the
stuff, they're endangered."

"All you'd really be doing is giving him
free publicity," said Ellen.

"It's not publicity. I like it."

"So do I," said Carly, "and I'd like to meet
him. Maybe he'll come in."

"I hope he does so I can serve him an
arsenic bisque."

"When's the sign coming?" asked Ellen.

"Two weeks, but if I'd had known it would be
this much of a nightmare I would have thought twice."

Ellen grinned. "No, you wouldn't have. Even
without a sign the grand opening went great, and besides, where
else would Jack Brandon eat?"

 



Chapter Three

 


 


Jack walked into Turtle Soup behind Conner.
The fragrance of homemade bread almost brought him to his knees.
Everyone in the office was talking about the place. It was a block
away from the aquarium, another window in a long line of businesses
along a busy street.

He scoffed at the island décor. The walls
were whitewashed, the floor tiled in green, and the artwork
sea-inspired. Some of the tables were wrought iron, others wicker.
It looked out of place in downtown Atlanta, even near the aquarium.
The two men walked up to the counter and checked out the display.
Trays of rolls were under the glass counter. There was a pot of
soup simmering over. "Can I help you?"

She came around the corner in response to
the front door's bell. The girl from the airport, the one with his
book, had hair piled up on top of her head, gold hoops hanging from
her earlobes.

"Oh," she said, but something told him she
suspected this moment would come. He glanced down the street to the
aquarium. Turtle Soup? He felt a flicker of ridicule.

"Hey!" sang Conner. He pointed his finger
and looked back at Jack. "Look! It's our little friend."

She smiled. "Sara Hart. You get tired of
seafood?"

Conner went into pickup mode. "You never
called."

"You never asked me to."

"I've been waiting for you to come by with
my planner."

"You carry a planner?"

Jack felt like he was going to throw up. "If
he did I'm sure you'd return it to him."

A cloud of menace passed over her face. "I
didn't expect to see you in here. Wouldn't a place like this be
against your principles?"

"Not unless you actually serve turtle."

"I cook clams," she said coolly. "I'd use
turtle if I could get a hold of it."

"They're endangered, sweetheart."

She jerked back at his meaningless term of
endearment. "I hear they're pretty tasty."

"Just because something's tasty," he
answered, glancing over the counter at her waistline, "doesn't mean
it's worth the trouble."

"Something every poacher should know." She
turned her attention to Conner. "What can I get for you?"

Her attention riveted on his partner, Jack
became invisible. Once he interjected, "For crying out loud, just
pick something!" but they ignored him. They discussed every type of
soup on the menu, most of the bread, and finally Conner asked her
if she owned the place.

"Yes, I do."

"Congratulations. How's business?"

"Picking up."

"This is a good location."

He looked at Jack waiting for him to agree
but he didn't. Instead Jack said, "Nice name, are we going to eat
or what?" then stuck his hands in his pockets and exhaled
loudly.

"You should let us bring some brochures down
here," said Conner.

Sara shook her head. "No," she smiled, "that
might conflict with things I'm already planning to do."

"Like?"

"I'm checking into some businesses with
animal rights concerns, maybe some plugs for the aquarium."

"No National Geographic?"

"Like they need plugging."

"A few flyers from the Caribbean
Conservation Cooperation wouldn't be a bad idea."

Sara sidled her focus over to Jack. He gave
her a level gaze that said he agreed. "No way." She touched Conner
on the hand, "But if I ever need a salesman I know just who to
call."

He grinned. "If you ever need a dive
instructor, do that." Conner sat down at last.

"What do you want?" Sara asked Jack,
dropping her tone three octaves.

"Nothing. I just came to watch my friend
eat."

"Your friend has good taste."

"I'm afraid at the moment he doesn't have
any taste at all."

"If you're not hungry, then you can let
yourself out. This isn't a library."

"No, you'd have to own a book to call it
that."

"I can read, can you?" She pointed to a
plaque beside the register that said, "No Whining."

"I'm not whining. I'm leaving."

Jack marched past Conner who was shoving
bread down his own throat. By the time he reached the aquarium he
had worked up a choking thirst. His stomach reeled with hunger, his
chest with fury. Turtle Soup? Where had she gotten that idea?

 



Chapter Four

 


 


Conner left Sara a napkin with his number on
it. If Jack's partner wanted to take her out, that was her
business. If it drove Jack crazy, that was Conner's. Not that he
wasn't a nice guy, he just wasn't someone she would seriously
consider dating. She hit Ellen's number on speed dial. "Guess
what?"

"Geez, Sara, do you know what time it
is?"

"Dinnertime?"

"You know I have an early session with the
Martins in the morning," complained Ellen.

"That's what you get for being a shrink.
They need a priest."

Ellen groaned.

"Guess who came into the shop today?" Sara
asked.

"Jack Brandon?"

"How'd you guess?"

Ellen suddenly seemed more alert. "What
happened?"

"He walked out in a huff."

"What'd you say to him?"

"I asked him what he was doing in there,
then his friend starting talking about alliances, like with the
Foundation and the shop."

"What'd you tell him?"

Sara snorted. "I'm not going to further his
purposes."

"Not a big deal unless the Beluga Bar opens
next door."

"He was a jerk, again."

"Sara," Ellen interrupted, "if you're going
to open a place down the street from his office and name it after
him, you're going to get a confrontation."

"Bring it on. It gives me something to look
forward to while I'm kneading bread."

Her sister mumbled something about brushing
her teeth.

"His friend Conner asked me out."

"You like him?"

"He's okay."

"Don't do it. You'd just be opening a can of
worms."

 


****

 


The can of worms called Turtle Soup two days
later. Sara recognized Conner's voice immediately. "How are you?"
she asked in return. She'd already closed up and was up to her
elbows in dishwater.

"Good. I'm leaving next week for home,"
Conner said.

"Where's home?"

"St. Thomas."

"How long have you lived there?"

"About nine years. Now that we've moved the
Foundation to the Georgia Aquarium, I'm going to be coming and
going. I've enjoyed my first visit here though."

"You've worked for Jack for nine years?"
Sara wondered how he could put up with him.

"Six actually. It was the Foundation or Sea
World."

"You don't seem like a company man."

"I'm not. Ask my father."

"What does he do?"

"What everyone else in Indiana does."

"You're an Indiana boy?"

"Home grown."

"How does a farm boy from Indiana end up in
the middle of the ocean?"

"He goes to Florida for spring break and
never leaves.

"You took up diving?"

"Like a fish to water."

Sara rolled her eyes. "You go to
school?"

"Eventually."

"What'd you major in?"

"Biology."

"Marine science, I suppose."

"You'd be correct. Of course a lifetime of
fly-fishing helped. I worked on charter boats for awhile, and used
the money for dive classes."

"How'd you meet Jack?"

"Filled out an application and hit it off at
the interview."

"You'd hit it off with anyone," Sara said
generously.

"I'd like to hit it off with you."

His flirtatious remark caught her off guard.
"How about we catch a ball game and see about that?"

"You like baseball?"

"I love baseball. And I have season passes,
too. Want to go?"

Conner shouted into the phone,
"Absolutely!"

 


****

 


They met at seven-thirty outside of Turner
Stadium. Sara decided to forego dressing up to discourage any
notions Conner had about hitting on her. With her hair knotted in a
tight French braid, tan shorts, and a Braves tee shirt, she found
him at the season pass gate. "You ready?" she called.

"Always," he smiled.

They spent most of the evening on their
feet. The seats were good, the hot dogs delicious. They went out
afterwards for ice cream. Conner ordered butter pecan to her
sherbet, and they took a pink booth in a far corner of the
shop.

"So how did you come up with the idea to
start a deli?" asked Conner between licks.

She thought back. "I've always wanted to do
something besides catering. Once I got the nerve to start thinking
about opening something, they announced the aquarium and I had a
few years to get everything together."

"But you haven't been open long?"

"No." Sara shook her head, hesitated,
wondered how much she should divulge. "There was a minor
distraction a couple years ago. I almost moved to Mississippi."

Conner made a noise as if he equated the
state with his own hometown.

Sara laughed. "You don't care much for the
simple life, do you?"

"I spend most of my time in sand up to my
neck. Shorts and sandals are cool, but sometimes it's nice to get a
taste of civilization."

"So you're not a Parrothead?"

"You can have it both ways, ask Jack."

"Ask Jack?" Sara repeated. "What's he, your
idol?"

"No, just my boss. He's more small town than
I am."

"No way."

"You'd be surprised. He may be a little
flashy but inside he's a suffering family man."

"Suffering?"

Conner shrugged. "He always wanted
kids."

"Sorry, but I find that hard to believe.
Comes across a bit of a player if you ask me."

"He's had a few bumps in the road. Besides,
you know how it is—all those socialites wanting to donate their
money and catch themselves a playboy."

"So how come nobody's caught him?"

He turned the tables on her with a nudge to
her knee. "How come nobody's ever caught you?"

She smiled, took a vicious bite out of her
sugar cone, and avoided his gaze.

"Ah-ha," he said with a leer.

"I was engaged once," she relented, "but it
ended badly."

"What happened?"

As if it meant nothing to her, Sara
answered, "About a week before the wedding I found out he was
cheating."

"Ouch."

"You're not kidding. No refunds on anything
but the dress."

"At least you got that satisfaction."

"Not really," Sara grinned. "I burned
it."

Conner digested this with his last bit of
ice cream. "His loss."

"Whatever. I'm over it."

 



Chapter Five

 


 


Jack dawdled outside of Turtle Soup for two
minutes before deciding that one cup of soup wouldn't hurt and
neither would a piece of heavenly homemade bread. Café Aquaria
served lunch in the aquarium, but he wasn't in the mood.

He walked into the store as brash as he
could muster, admitting to himself he was curious about the owner
and what his partner saw in her.

A girl blossoming out of the last stages of
pubescent awkwardness glanced up from the register. She glowed with
innocence and an early tan. Her dark hair and eyes matched his and
he felt an instant connection with her even before she opened her
mouth.

"You're Jack Brandon!"

Jack smiled, pleased at the recognition. "I
haven't been blackballed have I?"

"What?"

"I'm still allowed on the premises?"

"Why wouldn't you be?"

"I'm not a favorite with the owner."

"Oh, Sara." The girl grinned. "She's my
aunt."

"You're related?"

"Yep. And she told me to be on the lookout
for you."

"Why's that?" Jack glanced through the glass
counter at homemade biscuits and cornbread. The niece pulled out a
basket of free samples.

"She just wants to know if you stop by."

"Don't tell her," Jack teased, and he gave
her a covert wink.

She held out her hand, adult-like, and shook
his. "I'm Carly, and I'm terrible at keeping secrets."

"Jack," Jack said. He stepped back and raked
the goodies with a hungry eye. "I better order something and make a
fast getaway."

Carly giggled. She pointed at the pots of
warm soup. "Pumpkin bisque and minestrone, unless you want
vegetable stew."

Jack had already decided. He took a
recyclable container of pumpkin soup and a half dozen wheat yeast
rolls.

"How about a cookie?"

"Free?"

Carly shook her head. "We're just trying to
break even."

"I'll take a couple," Jack said generously.
He craned his neck for a better look. "Make it the oatmeal ones. I
thought your place was doing well?"

"It's going okay, but not good enough.
Sara's kind of a penny pincher."

"Big surprise," grumbled Jack. "So who named
this place?"

"Sara." Carly smiled a secret smile that
said she wanted to say more.

"I'm flattered."

The woman herself strode into the room from
the back kitchen. Her hair was pulled back into a ponytail and
there was a flush on both cheeks. "Don't be," she answered curtly.
She gave Carly an irate look. "I'll ring him up."

"I already did."

"She's completely capable," Jack said,
enjoying the opportunity to interfere. "We were just talking about
you naming the shop after me."

"I didn't name the shop after you," Sara
said.

Carly looked up in surprise and Jack smoked
it. Like hell.

"For your information," she returned
angrily, "this place has been in the works long before your
arrival."

"Really? I've been hanging around for at
least half that and I hadn't noticed."

"I was waiting for a prime location."

"This is prime?"

"If you knew anything about business I'd try
to explain it to you but I'm not going to waste my time."

"Right," Jack grinned. "I don't know
anything about business."

"I wouldn't expect you to." Sara punched
something on the register, held her hand out for the money and
shoved it in the drawer. She let Carly dole out the change. "Why
don't you crawl your way back to your tank now?"

"That's funny," Jack said wryly, "ha, ha. I
don't know anything about money. I should stick to amphibians—"

"Sharks, sponges, spineless jellyfish," Sara
finished coldly. She marched back into her inner sanctum leaving
him alone again with her niece.

"Lovely relation you have there," he
said.

The girl seemed nonplussed. "Don't you do
films for I-MAX?"

Jack took the bag from her. "Have you seen
the film on coral reefs?"

"We love them. We see all the I-MAX
movies."

"Come up to the aquarium some time and I'll
show you around."

Carly's eyes lit up. "That'd be awesome,
only I don't think she'd let me."

"Why not?"

"You know."

"What, contagious?"

Carly laughed. "No, you're not someone she
would want me hanging around."

"Why not?"

"You're kind of a ladies' man," the girl
answered. "We read your little black book."

Jack grinned. "First, you're a minor,
second, you could rack up extra credit for science class, and
third, your aunt is no saint."

The girl took a defensive stance. "She is.
She's the best. You just have to give her a chance."

"To what? Knead me into a ball and throw me
in her brick oven?" He shook his head. "No thanks."

"She wouldn't do that, and besides, you
started it."

"Started what?"

"You were rude to her."

"Boo-hoo."

At this, Carly frowned. "You better go," she
said slowly, "before she comes back out here."

"See ya, kiddo." When he got to the door he
turned back and held up the sack. "Thanks for the grub."

 


****

 


A week later, Trudy stepped into the room
with her Blackberry in hand. "I have the room reserved you wanted
for the lecture. How many chairs do you want?"

"As many as you can squeeze in." Jack set
the phone back on its cradle and kicked back. "What about food, did
you come up with something better than celery and carrot
sticks?"

She nodded. "I called that girl of Conner's
who runs the soup place."

"She's not my girl," Conner argued.

"Turtle Soup?" Jack frowned. "You called
Sara Hart?"

"You said you didn't want barbeque."

"I don't want soup!"

"Why not?" mumbled Conner as if it were a
good idea.

Trudy narrowed her wide eyes. "She makes
other things besides soup. Haven't you eaten there?"

"Everyone's eaten there." Jack wadded the
top sheet off his notepad and threw it across the room. He missed
the trashcan by a foot.

"She doesn't like him." Conner motioned back
over at Jack.

"I don't like her," Jack said
firmly.

"She's a darling, and she makes great
cheesecake," Trudy insisted. "You said you didn't want a three
course meal."

"I should have gone with celery sticks,"
said Jack, mildly angry but thinking about cheesecake.

Trudy looked him over to gauge whether or
not she should cancel. "I think she's nice."

"Nice? She's a femme fatale. And that little
friend of hers?"

"Niece," Conner corrected.

"She needs her tonsils tied together."

Conner and Trudy both laughed then Trudy
said, "Femme fatales invade happy marriages, offer something the
wife won't give up and the man can't refuse."

"You've been reading the tabloids again,"
Jack sighed. The idea of Sara's cooking made his stomach rumble,
but she'd be in the next room while he was trying to lecture,
hanging on his words so she could throw them back at him later. He
jerked his chin as if motioning to some unseen witness at the door.
"Make sure she knows I didn't want anything to do with it."

Trudy shook her head at him. "You're
ridiculous."

"She's a shrew."

Conner defended her. "You would be too if
you'd been left at the altar."

"Really?" The gossip gene in Trudy sparked
and she moved closer, her eyes sharp with interest.

"It was like a childhood sweetheart, day
before the wedding, and a Jerry Springer confrontation on the
courthouse steps with his femme fatale."

"You're kidding?" exclaimed Jack, thoroughly
riveted and not ashamed. "When was that?"

"A few years ago."

"Oh my," crooned Trudy trying to look
appropriately sad, "the poor thing."

"Poor thing?" shot Jack. He stuttered for
something but couldn't think of anything more original than any of
his earlier insults. Still, the thought of her stranded in a
wedding dress surrounded by dainty finger foods filled him with
happiness.

"Sure," he said looking at Trudy with an
approving grin, "Turtle Soup will be perfect."

 


****

 


In the appointed conference room a few days
later, Jack stood with his back to the wall running his
presentation. The accordion doors to his left began to sway gently
as if a door somewhere had opened. An hour later, he heard the
murmur of voices and lost his train of thought. Sheepish, he asked
a coed to repeat her question. By thirty minutes until noon, there
was the unmistakable smell of food waiting to be eaten. Jack had
now lost the audience, everyone salivating rather than examining
his nesting charts. He called for an adjournment.

When they opened the doors, he realized he
was starved. He hated fast food, and potlucks were nightmares, but
for all of his appreciation of fine cuisine he had never bothered
to learn to cook. At least this would be one lunch he would enjoy,
and if Sara tried to ruin it for him, he had plenty of
ammunition.

Three long buffet tables covered with food
lined the far edge of the room. Trudy had set it up with circular
tables big enough fit five or six chairs under. They were draped in
checkered tablecloths with baskets of bread in the center. In the
baskets swam little turtle rolls with dough shells and raisins for
eyes. He almost fainted in horror but the guests dove into them,
laughing, as if they weren't painfully cliché.

Across the room, Sara raised lids off
chafing pans and administered a stir here and there. Jack looked
away. He would eat and go right back to the conference room. Better
to stare at laminate desks then ruin his digestion.

The first line was an assortment of salads.
He chose a fluffy concoction with cherry chunks, and some greens
with pecans and mandarin oranges. The next table offered casserole
dishes with vegetable and meats in appetizer portions. Finger
foods. There were also loaves of different kinds of breads—pumpkin,
banana, a pineapple and carrot, and a blueberry loaf.

He wanted a slice of everything but his
pride wouldn't allow it. He grabbed a pumpkin piece and picked up a
few tortillas rolled with lettuce, cheese, and what looked like
grilled chicken. At least there wasn't any soup. But there were two
pots of chili, one the traditional kind with a sign claiming it was
made of turkey, and the other, a southwest chicken fare with
pimentos and kidney beans and tomatoes. He sniffed the air and
detected cumin for sure, probably cilantro, and the onion and
garlic were unmistakable.

The third table he decided to visit later.
He took a seat beside Conner who was chatting up a brunette in a
UGA sweatshirt. "What do you think?" Conner asked, stabbing his
fork in his plate and grinning. "Better than finger food,
right?"

"This is finger food," Jack grumbled.

"Hmm," said the brunette, munching on a
piece of the blueberry bread.

"Good for me," Conner grinned. His plate was
heaping over with salad and bread, and he had a bowl of the chicken
chili on the side. Beside his soda was another platter topped with
cookies and cake.

"No cheesecake?" Jack asked, and he sighed
aloud his disappointment.

Conner shook his head. "No room for it."

"You better hurry or there won't be any
left," the girl said. Jack looked around. She was right. The desert
table, the most important in the room, was being obliterated by the
crowd. He didn't see any cheesecake and asked the girl again. She
said through a mouthful of food, "Peach and raspberry fudge," so he
jumped up to get his share, throwing Conner a look of disgust at
her manners.

As if waiting for him, Sara watched someone
balance an impossible pyramid of treats on a small plate. When
their eyes met, he thought he saw her back stiffen just as he stuck
out his chest. Like a rooster, he thought, but he looked
forward to sparring with her.

"You're going to eat dessert?" She said it
in an artificial voice, but he didn't miss the glance down at his
gut.

"Thinking about it," he said gruffly.
"Depends on who made it."

"Only two people bake in my kitchen so you
don't have to worry."

He looked her up and down remembering their
previous conversation. Casually he leaned over the platter of
remaining cheesecake, inhaled, and was surprised at the tingle that
started in his stomach and spread itself throughout the rest of
him. Peaches and cream bubbled in his bloodstream. "It's too bad
you put all of your sugar into your baking," he murmured.

"What?"

He repeated himself and reached for a paper
plate, daring her to stop him.

"As opposed to? Where else should I put
it?"

Jack tried to be artful with the silver pie
server; to flip the cheesecake over on its back would ruin the
moment. "You could try sweetening yourself up for starters."

"You really have no room, you salty old
dog."

"Old?" Jack laughed. He held the cheesecake
up in front of her eyes. "Salty, yes, but old? No. I happen to be
in my prime."

Sara crossed her arms over herself. She
scanned the room behind them as if concerned someone might hear
their conversation. "You're about two decades past your prime,
sailor, and if you had a palate of any kind you'd be able to tell
that I'm as sweet as they come."

"If you were as sweet as they come,
sweetheart, you'd be married by now. Nobody can resist a southern
girl that knows how to cook."

"As long as they're barefoot and pregnant,
right?"

Jack stuck his finger in his cake and sucked
the residue off. "Barefoot, anyway."

Sara snorted. "As long as you keep thinking
like that you're going to be eating takeout for the rest of your
life."

"What makes you think I can't cook?"

"You showed up at my door didn't you?"

"I was checking the place out."

"Right," she said and victory flashed in her
eyes. Jack drew back as if he'd tasted something revolting. "Not
you, honey. A man would be crazy to want a sample of you."

"I assure you, Jack," Sara retorted, "there
are plenty of crazy men out there."

"Where?" He looked around. "No ring on your
finger. Or was there?"

She glanced down at her hand and Jack saw
the memory of her failed marriage shadow her face. "Why don't you
go stuff yourself?"

"Thank you, I will." He did and found the
satisfaction tasted better than the cheesecake.

 



Chapter Six

 


 


Besides one quick stop, Sara didn't see Jack
in the shop for weeks after the lecture, but Conner e-mailed her
several times from the Caribbean. She actually began to look
forward to spending more time with him when he returned to Atlanta.
When he invited her to an awards banquet at the aquarium, she
accepted without hesitation.

The cream of society would be present. It
would be a Who's Who for the city and making a few friends wouldn't
do her business any harm. She knew the socialites would see her as
a climber, but if she played her cards right, they might find her
quaint when they learned about Turtle Soup.

"Can I pick you up or do you want meet
there?" Conner asked when he called from his hotel.

"Let's meet. We're just friends, right?"

"Right," he choked back.

"I'm a better friend than anything else,"
Sara confessed.

"You cook, you take care of your niece, you
let Jack in your place."

"My place?"

"Turtle Soup."

"It doesn't help business to turn people
away."

"You have a loyal following at the
aquarium."

"Only a small one. Now if I can just get the
rest of Atlanta to notice."

"If you can't make waves, make ripples,"
Conner said cheerfully.

"Is that your philosophy?"

"No, it's Jack's. I always make waves. See
you there." He cut off with a loud click.

Waves, ripples, water. Sara studied her
dressed-up self in the mirror, and tried to push away melancholy
thoughts invading her reflection. She had not gone to her prom. Her
parents had drowned that week in a car accident off a north Georgia
bridge.

"You look great," Carly said with sincerity
when she burst into the room. "Try smiling."

"You forgot to knock," Sara muttered. She
turned and showed Carly her front. "Too much cleavage?"

The younger girl grinned and shook her head.
"Wish I had boobs like that."

"You will someday." Sara studied herself
from the side. "My butt's getting bigger every year."

"Too much bread. It's full of carbs and when
you get more than you burn it stores itself as fat."

Sara held up a hand for her to stop. Carly
frowned.

"I just need to get some exercise."

"Why don't you take dive classes with
Conner? He's offered."

"A, he wouldn't be here for the whole
course, B, I'd get stuck with Jack Brandon, and C, I'd get stuck
with Jack Brandon."

"He doesn't teach, does he?"

"I don't see how he'd have the time, but I'm
sure he'd make some if he found out I was there."

"I don't think he's a bad guy," said Carly.
Her eyes danced around the room but her tone turned serious. "I
think he just works hard and is tired and gets his feelings hurt
easily."

Sara looked sideways at her from the
mirror.

"Whose feelings get hurt?" Ellen asked,
striding into the room.

"Jack's," Carly answered.

Ellen glanced at her watch and looked Sara
over. "Don't you look nice?"

"Thanks. It's the best I have for now." She
did a full turn so Ellen could admire the satin dress cut low in
the back.

"I like red on you," her sister approved.
"Makes your baby blues pop."

Sara smiled and checked her swept up hair
from the back. "Thanks for letting me take your car."

"You can't show up in a Blazer."

"What's wrong with a Blazer?" She took
Ellen's keys before she answered and swept out of the apartment in
a cashmere wrap.

 


****

 


The aquarium glowed like a luminescent sea
creature. Sara parked in the two story parking garage behind it and
walked the long sidewalk that wrapped around to the front
doors.

Once inside, a dark hall opened to the
right, where walls on either side swam with large fish. She walked
the same direction, until the walls fell away and she stepped into
a giant mall. Inverted white sails, egg-like, hung from the dome
ceiling. A large waterfall with rocks and tropical foliage took
center stage. The different exhibit halls branched off from this
main atrium, with enticing titles such as River Scout,
Coldwater Quest, and Tropical Diver.

Sara pictured Jack in his swim trunks in a
Tropical Diver exhibit, but then recalled the sea turtles had been
shoved to the back of a children's play area beyond the touch
pools. It must have chafed his ocean-sized ego.

She made her way up a grand flight of stairs
suspended over an eatery. Although she had to concentrate not to
slide in her heels, she could feel the coolness of her long pearl
earrings every time they brushed her cheeks and knew her face was
flushed with anticipation.

People milled about in expectation outside
the doors to the ballroom. Women who noticed her, stood up taller.
Men caught her eye. It was with relief she felt a hand wrap around
her elbow. "Hey, Scarlet!"

Conner, a bit sheepish, did a full turn so
she could admire him in his tux.

"Where'd you get that?"

"At the mall. Only $99 for the whole
night."

"And I thought I was cheap."

"What're you saying?"

"That you're no Rhett Butler."

"And where'd you get that little number,
your momma's closet?"

"New York," Sara answered in mock horror,
although she felt a surge of insecurity. "I look okay?"

"Okay?" Conner looked around as if he was
going to whisper something intimate but let out a low whistle
instead. "Reminds me of my sister at the senior prom."

"Thanks a lot!" Sara laughed. He took her
arm as the crowd began to push past them.

The glamorous ballroom had two viewing
windows that opened into the beluga whale exhibit. Canned lights
made the low slung ceiling starry. Turquoise velvet chairs radiated
around linen-draped tables. It seemed as if Wolfgang Puck had
dropped his dining room into a magical cloud at the bottom of the
sea.

They found their table, left of the stage.
Of the eight chairs, four were already filled, two women and two
men. Conner made introductions after pulling a chair out for
her.

She had just begun to relax when the empty
chair beside her eased out.

Jack seemed startled to see her, although he
must have known she was coming. His eyes passed quickly over her
before seating a woman on his other side. She had auburn hair and a
string of diamonds around her slender neck.

"Conner." The beauty inclined her head and
Conner grinned back. Since Jack made no move to introduce her, his
buddy did.

"Sara, this is Jessica Waters." Jessica
smiled and one of the women across from Sara gave Jessica a little
wave. They nodded at each other. Sara pressed her lips together
into what she hoped was a smile and thought she saw a sliver of
curiosity in Jessica's examination.

The small talk was excruciating. Sara wanted
to relax and enjoy herself but the tension of being seated beside
Jack, who everyone stopped by to greet, put knots in her stomach.
Besides, he smelled good. Not overpowering, but in a clean, soapy
way that made her heart skip. She took note of her reaction with
appall.

"We went to Hell's Kitchen the night before
we left," the woman on Conner's left side said.

"How was that?" someone asked.

"We waited for over an hour for the
appetizer's but after that it went very well."

"Was the food good?" Jessica asked. The
woman nodded.

"Did you see Gordon Ramsey?" Sara's question
burst out before she could stop it. The table turned to her in
surprise. She'd been as quiet as a mouse the entire night.

"That guy," began Jack.

"No," the woman said before he could
finish.

Obviously Jack didn't want Sara injecting
herself into the conversation. He muttered a few choice words about
the L.A. chef.

Sara glared. "You're burning my ears."

His eyes were black in the room's ambience.
"If you're a fan of his, your ears should be extra crispy."

"I didn't say I approved of his etiquette. I
have a couple of his books. He's brilliant."

"And that makes it okay for him to be an
idiot?"

Sara picked up her fork and began scraping
the remains of rice pilaf on her plate.

"It works for you," Conner said cheerfully,
and everyone laughed.

"Aren't you a waitress downtown?"

Sara looked up, surprised to find Jessica
addressing her.

"A cook?" The redhead gave a lazy flick of
her wrist as if they were one and the same.

"I own a deli on Williams Street."

"Turtle Soup," Jack winced, though he must
have been the source of information.

Everyone laughed. Jessica chewed on her ruby
lip as if trying to place it then shook her head. "Haven't heard of
it." She put her glass down and looked bored.

"It's also a bakery," Sara explained
clumsily. She felt her face grow warm.

"It's doing great," Conner interrupted. He
motioned at Jack. "We eat there all the time. So does half the
aquarium."

"What do you have?" asked a man across the
table who had stared at her all evening. Sara ran quickly down the
menu. "I'll have to check that out."

Jessica opened her mouth to say something
more but Jack said, "You should. It's good stuff."

The tapping of silverware against glass
brought the room's conversations to a halt, keeping Sara from
having to acknowledge his kindness. Truthfully, she was confused
but she appreciated the save. As waiters began removing dishes, a
gentleman at the podium with long white whiskers asked for
everyone's attention.

The host for the evening, as it was
announced, was James Byron, chairman of the aquarium board. He read
over a list of goals for the next fiscal year. She tried to ignore
Jack beside her. Every time his elbow brushed against her, he
looked as if wanted to say something but then he looked away. He
didn't just smell nice, Sara admitted, he felt nice.

Byron seemed to go on endlessly. Just as it
seemed the evening would take a turn for the droll, someone passed
him a very large plaque and the audience sat up straighter in their
seats. He held it up. "This year's recognition for the best
contribution to our mission, the community, and to the world."

A wave of tension swept over the room and
Sara realized it was an important award for all of the
organizations trying to forward their causes through the aquarium.
"This handsome award goes to Jack Brandon and the Brandon Sea
Turtle Foundation."

A crashing round of applause resounded with
supporting whoops and whistles of agreement. For a moment, Sara
though Jack was just going to sit there but Conner reached across
her and pummeled him on the shoulder. "I knew it," he cried. Both
men quickly embraced and Jack walked up to the stage in
amazement.

Jessica was smiling from ear to ear. She
threw Sara a look that seemed more triumphant than surprised, and
Sara couldn't help but wonder if she had anything to do with it. He
couldn't possibly need any of her help. Everything Jack Brandon
touched turned to gold.

Once the crowd settled down, Jack, who had
been standing at the podium studying the plaque, cleared his throat
and leaned down to the microphone. "Being as we're the new kids on
the block," he began, and a smattering of applause went around the
room, "this is a huge accomplishment for our little
organization."

He hesitated as if at a loss for words then
seemed to get control. "We decided a long time ago, that we would
do whatever it took, go wherever we had to go, to get the message
out. The creatures that we share this planet with are our family,
and there is no doubt no matter how you feel about politics or
global warming," he shook his head unconsciously, "that our family
is in trouble."

Again the crowd went wild and he had to wait
for it to settle. "Thank you for this," he said and Sara could hear
emotion in his voice, "for supporting and recognizing our efforts
at sea, and for allowing us to conduct research and educate the
public here in Atlanta, and around the world."

He walked quickly off the stage as the
audience applauded him one last time. Several people stood up and
shook his hand as he passed. Sara was surprised to see moisture in
Conner's eyes. He smiled and blinked it away. "Attendance has risen
since we set up shop."

"You guys do great things," she mustered.
The humility of Jack's speech had dumbfounded her.

Conner took a breath and nodded. "It's still
nice when someone notices."

After Jack returned to his seat, the rest of
the table congratulated him. Sara thought she saw a flush of
embarrassment on his cheeks. He shrugged it off and got back up to
find a drink. Conner motioned to the dance floor. "Dance?"

"Absolutely." Dancing would be a relief. He
led her to the dance floor. "I'm not much of a waltzer," he
admitted when a classical piece echoed its first refrain.

Sara laughed. "Let me guess, salsa or funky
chicken?"

"Funky chicken, definitely."

He gave her a twirl and then brought her
back close. "Know what I like about you? You're flexible."

Sara laughed. "I'm not sure that's something
I would want you sharing with other people."

"I mean you're easy to get along with."

"So they say."

Jack moved across the glossed floor with
Jessica. They seemed to sparkle under the spotlights. Sara watched
them unguarded, and a disconcerting pang of envy nudged her in the
stomach. Conner followed her gaze.

"He's not that hard to get along with if you
give him a chance."

Sara put her cheek to Conner's. "Why would I
want to do that?"

"Well for starters, he wouldn't leave you at
the altar."

Sara's mouth dropped open in insult.

"You have to get past the Brandon
thing."

"I don't have a problem with the Brandon
thing. It's his crutch."

"You use what you have to work with."

"And what do you have to work with?"

"I'm the best."

"As I've said before, if I ever need a diver
I know who to call."

"And I will dive right in."

Sara laughed loud enough to make Jack miss
his step. Their eyes met and she held them until Jessica spun him
out of sight.

"So about diving," Conner began. A tango
started and he groaned. They settled for a bench overlooking the
ballroom instead. With a fresh drink in his hand, Conner continued.
"I'll be helping the instructor with the next dive class. He's a
good guy."

"My sister dives. It's something I always
wanted to do but I haven't been able to get up the nerve."

"You need to take some time out of the
kitchen."

"I don't know about that. If you saw my
books you'd understand."

"It's a new business," Conner said, "It
takes time."

"I've only got a few months to turn it
around."

"The water would take your mind off of
it."

"You really think I can do it?"

He gave her a squeeze and she promised to
think about it.

It was after midnight when he dropped her
off at Ellen's car. Sara gave him an affectionate peck on the
cheek. She determined not to notice any disappointment and with a
surge of relief wasn't sure she saw any. "Goodnight," he said
sweetly. "Monday!" He pointed a finger. "Seven o'clock and don't be
late."

 



Chapter Seven

 


 


Sara's decision to take the dive class
seemed more difficult to make than investing her life savings into
a deli. Ellen encouraged it, hauling out all her old equipment.
After a small family meal, Sara put on a swimsuit and threw the
used dive bag into the back of the Blazer.

The drive to the aquarium went by too fast.
Conner had told her to come in from the back and from there an aide
led her upstairs to a pair of heavy doors. They opened into a
cavernous room with a salt water pool in the center. Along one wall
dangled black vests and canvas belts, along another, air tanks
lined up like soldiers. Sara took in the public showering area and
the small flight of steps that led up to a glass office. She found
herself taking them two at a time after a diver pointed her up to
the office where class would be held.

"Sara Hart, I've heard good things about
you." Her instructor, a salt and pepper bearded man named Guffin,
met her at the door.

She gulped. "Don't expect much. I might be
in over my head!"

"That's the idea," he joked.

Some of the other students in the classroom
introduced themselves and she was relieved to find there were
people of all ages with varying degrees of experience.

Guffin wasted no time covering the first
lesson before sending them down to change. They were going to try
out the equipment from a three-foot deep shelf that ran alongside
the deep pool.

"Don't swim off the shelf!" Guffin warned in
his authoritative growl, "or I'll yank you right back out of
there."

Sara was struggling to get into the vest
that held the air tank, called the buoyancy compensator, when
Conner finally made his entrance.

"I was wondering if you were going to make
it."

"Feeding the sharks."

Sara peered over the shelf and shivered
inside of her black wetsuit. "I hope you're kidding. How deep is
this place?"

"This is just a practice pool. There's
nothing in it."

"You didn't answer my question."

"Fifteen feet. But don't worry. That comes
later." He strapped her in and helped her slide into the water,
careful not to let the tank scrape the pool edge. "How do those
fins feel?"

"Fine, but the mask is tight."

Conner gave the mask, which covered her eyes
and nose, a hard wiggle. "It's supposed to be."

"I can't breathe," she said and then giggled
at herself.

He rolled his eyes. "You're not supposed to.
Try the regulator," he said in reply. He took the long hose with
the mouthpiece and stuck it between her lips. "Don't bite down so
hard."

Sara took a long draw of the compressed air
and tried to relax.

"Now drop to your knees."

At seventy-eight degrees, the water felt
cold. As soon as it washed over her head, Sara was surprised to
find she couldn't take a breath. She waited but nothing happened
except for a flash of her parents. They were trapped in their car
as water flooded in from beneath the dashboard. Her chest screamed
for oxygen and she shot to the surface.

"Sara, you can't do that!"

Sara spit out the regulator and gasped for
air. "I was only three feet under, it's not going to kill me," she
argued between gasps. Her parents had drowned in eight feet of
water.

He looked her seriously in the eye. "You
can't panic. You have to stay calm." On the line opposite her
regulator hose, he examined the pressure gauge. "Weren't you
getting any air?" His hand went to the valve on the top of her tank
to make sure it was open all the way.

"I couldn't breathe," she said.

Conner blew a stream of air from the release
valve on her mouthpiece then put it in his own mouth. He took a
steady breath then gave it back to her. "Try it now."

"No," Sara said, pushing his hand away, "I
didn't mean it wasn't working. I meant I couldn't make myself
breathe."

"Oh," said Conner, and a flash of impatience
crossed his face. "The first breath is the hardest."

"Stay standing up and just put your face
in."

Sara jumped at the sound of Jack's voice. He
was standing over her on the deck with his hands behind his back.
She suddenly felt ridiculous in the wetsuit with the fins and mask
on. The bulky equipment made her feel like she was trying to be a
pro at something she had no inkling of.

Jack jumped down into the water beside her.
He waved Conner off. "Go help Ryan with his fins."

Sara saw them lock eyes and then Conner
shrugged. "Whatever you say, boss." He grinned at Sara, "He's going
to be your instructor in the long run anyway."

"What?" Alarm raced through her. "You said
you'd be here a few more weeks!"

Conner shook his head. "Change of plan."

"You set me up."

"Poor you," muttered Jack as if he wished he
were going instead.

Conner patted him on the back. "She's all
yours."

Sara felt a tingling rush she didn't expect.
She tried to grimace at Conner, but he swam away. Jack eyed her
steadily. "Just breathe," he said and she bit her tongue and
nodded.

With Jack standing next to her, Sara knew
she would go through with it, even if she drowned. She couldn't
bear for him to think she was afraid or worse, want to know why.
She stuffed the regulator in her mouth and tried again.

She leaned over and put her face in the
water. It was so clear she could see dark flecks mixed into the
concrete of the bottom. The tips of her fins were bobbing up and
down like lazy strands of anemone while she fought to keep her
balance. Just when she couldn't hold it in another second she took
a tentative drag and inhaled a blessed mouthful of pure air. An
explosion of bubbles crowned her head when she exhaled, and with
it, inexplicable gratification.

After the first breath, the next came easier
and she eventually found herself on the bottom. Through her mask,
she felt like she was on the inside of an aquarium looking out.
With each breath, she would bob toward the surface until she
exhaled, and then she would sink back down again.

Jack had hairy legs. He didn't have on a
wetsuit but a pair of navy trunks and a tee shirt. Afraid he'd
wonder what parts of him she was examining under the water she
quickly looked away. Around her, classmates were swimming back and
forth on the shelf, pointing at each other and grinning over their
mouthpieces.

It was relaxing, Sara had to admit, so
relaxing that it took a tap on her shoulder to bring her to her
feet again. Jack pulled her up by her underarms while giving
instructions to the rest of the class. As everyone got out of the
pool, he gave Sara a scowl and in a loud voice almost shouted, "You
didn't check your gauges, not once."

Stung, Sara made her way wordlessly over to
the side. When his back was turned she picked up the gauge to check
how much air she had left. The needle, she sheepishly saw, was
hovering over red at the beginning of the danger zone. She'd
completely lost track of time.

 



Chapter Eight

 


 


The city shimmered under a peach haze. Jack
tapped his fingers impatiently, waiting for the traffic to move and
wondering at his hurry. Life was slower in the islands. Something
about the scurry of urban living got into him like a contagion.
Maybe it was because he was hungry.

Food made him think of Sara. He'd enjoyed
watching her in dive class. She was cute and she could cook, but
she was too presumptuous for his taste. At first she'd assumed he'd
fall down on his knees to thank her for picking up his planner.
Then she'd expected him to go gaga over her little deli. And all
the time she acted as if he wasn't a good person. Maybe the class
would give him a chance to teach her something.

He took a left turn, aware he would have to
pass Turtle Soup taking this route home. Guffin had shamed him
unmercifully for giving Sara a hard time about running low on air
pressure. His stomach grumbled and he clinched the wheel. He could
go home and eat a day-old sandwich or he could stop and see what
the Chef of the South was up to.

There wasn't a lot of bustle inside but then
again there never was. No one was minding the register. The soup
pots were gone, probably moved to the back, and most of the bread
loaves had been covered. The smell of yeast permeated the air.

Impatiently he searched for a little bell to
get somebody's attention. Finding none, he began to pace, a lecture
about her poor business practices forming in his mind. In the back
a door slammed and the building seemed to sigh, as if put to sleep.
"Great," muttered Jack. His stomach growled loudly and he put a
hand on it to make it stop. Then he hopped over the counter and
made his way into the back.

There were mixers lined up on a stainless
steel counter with paddles at the ready. A broom against the wall
sat in a pile of crumbly debris. Jack made his way past a small
office to a back door that hung slightly ajar. Concern that
something was not right stirred in his chest.

He pushed the door open carefully and saw
her standing in the alley, her back to him. There was someone with
her. She moved slightly and he saw over her shoulder the bent form
of a bearded old man. He wore a dirty army jacket from the sixties.
A dog danced around his legs, tethered by a rope. Jack watched
until he saw the stranger take Sara by the shoulders.

He sprinted down the alley with fists
clenched. "HEY!" He came to a stop just in time. The man had Sara
by the arms and a grin on his face that dropped off when Jack
jumped between them. He grabbed the man by the neck and pushed him
back several steps.

Sara screamed, "Stop!"

Jack froze, his eyes locked with the
assailant's. The man was red and confused. A waterfall of fear
tumbled over his face.

"Jack," Sara cried again angrily. The dog
had taken off with its tail between its legs. "What are you doing?"
She turned on him, her hair whipping out, her expression horrified.
"What's the matter with you?"

A paper bag had tumbled to the ground,
scattering several rolls. The homeless man had dropped a cup of
soup. It had splashed up Sara's capris, staining her ankles with
orange bits.

"I thought," Jack began lamely, the
realization of what had happened filling him with horror. The
vagrant bent down and picked his bread up and Sara helped him put
it back into the bag.

"I'm sorry," she apologized, but he paid her
no mind. He took the sack ignoring her apologies and patted her on
the head as if she were a puppy. "Do you want some more soup?"

Jack stood behind her watching helplessly.
"I can get you some more," Sara said again, but the man grinned
with his gums and muttered something about trees before walking
away.

"I'll see you tomorrow!" Sara called after
him, cheerful, as if one of her patrons had not shot from the back
of her store and attacked. The smile fell from her face when she
turned around. "What is the matter with you?"

Jack stepped back, wanting nothing but to
escape. "It looked like you were in trouble."

She stalked past him, her legs flinging bits
of food in every direction. "Why don't you stick to saving
turtles?"

He followed her back into the store. "Pardon
me, I thought you needed help."

"If I needed your help, I would have asked
for it."

"Asked or screamed? Because a dark alley at
the end of the day, usually isn't a place where you can ask for
help."

"What do you know?"

"You think we don't have crime in the
Caribbean?"

"I've lived in this city all of my life. I
know how to take care of myself."

Jack was astounded at her naiveté. "You
think because you're handing out cookies no one is going to give
you a hard time?"

Sara slammed the drawer to the register, a
fistful of bills in her hand. "The only person who gives me a hard
time is you."

"Well I don't want to give you a hard time.
You sure don't seem to need the business."

Her face turned red.

"Try not giving the food away. Sell it."

"I don't need your advice," she spat
back.

He could almost see her back arched and
every hair standing up. "You need something," he shot back,
"because this isn't working for you."

She looked like she wanted to slap him. "If
you don't want anything, please go."

"There's nothing in here I want."

"Then get the hell out!"

"Fine," Jack said, furious at her rudeness.
He stalked through the kitchen past the freezer, the warm ovens,
the Rubbermaid containers cradling cookies and brownies. "I wasn't
hungry anyway!"

He wanted to shake her by the shoulders. He
wanted to tell her he thought the man was hurting her. Instead he
slid over the counter and threw the front door open on its
hinges.

"Don't slam the door!" Sara cried, but the
bells smashed into the glass with a shriek. He didn't look back to
check the damage because it had already been done. Several
pedestrians skirted around him on the sidewalk, eyes wide with
suspicion. He slammed the car door, too. "Wonderful!" he bellowed
at the steering wheel. He was starving.

 


****

 


Jack had no intention of attending the next
dive class. After putting Conner on a plane, he dialed Guffin's
number with an excuse for why he wouldn't be able to make it.
Something held him back. He knew what it was. He liked her.

The idea of admitting he had some kind of
feeling for Sara Hart made his teeth grind. Maybe it was because
she wasn't impressed with him, or maybe it was because she saw him
for who he really was. Guffin didn't answer, and Jack didn't leave
a voicemail.

He thought about the man that he'd seen her
helping behind Turtle Soup. He'd been dressed in rags. How could
she have known just by looking that he wouldn't do her any
harm?

Jack would never give a handout to someone
in a dark alley. A pinprick of shame needled his conscious. Maybe
that was what intrigued him. She saw the world through different
glasses. Not rose-colored, though. She had a good head on her
shoulders, but it didn't keep her from being kind.

Guffin left a message with Trudy for Jack to
meet up with him before the Monday evening class. He grudgingly
attended, taking his gear with him. If Guffin needed an extra man,
it was the least he could do. He'd already told Conner he'd fill
in.

As the dive master covered the next chapter
from the instruction book in the classroom, Jack got the tanks and
weight belts ready. The students found the equipment already set up
for them poolside as they changed into their wetsuits. Zipped snug
into her body-hugging wetsuit, Sara fiddled with her tank as if
he'd booby trapped it. He tried to avoid eye contact. He had the
unsettling idea that he should apologize.

Some of the students made their first
descents to the bottom, learning to use their air release valves.
The valves controlled buoyancy within the vests called
compensators, or BC's, and were the most vital skill next to
breathing. Jack noticed Sara stayed on the shelf. She seemed
troubled.

Guffin had observed this, too. When class
was over, Jack was relieved to see him call her over to the deck.
They had a long discussion that ended with him putting her back
into the water but she didn't leave the shelf.

Jack rotated and refilled some of the tanks.
Guffin gave him a slap on the back. "Lock up the classroom, will
you? I've got to call the front office."

"Sure." Out of the corner of his eye, he saw
Sara peeling off her wet suit. She was under the showerhead in the
rinse area, one hand against the green tile to keep her
balance.

He couldn't help watching the little wiggle
in her hips. The harder she pulled, the longer the rubber stretched
as if it were a piece of black gum. He would have laughed aloud if
jets of water weren't smoothing her hair down in a wheat curtain
against her back.

Her legs were athletic and trim. She needed
a tan, his defenses observed. Before he could stop himself, he
stepped into the shower to help her pull the wetsuit the rest of
the way off. He caught her off balance and had to grab her wrist so
she didn't fall. Her hand landed squarely on his bare chest, his
eyes in the valley between the cups of her dark bikini.

One leg of the wetsuit had flopped to the
tiles, while the other was still glued to her calf. She looked down
foolishly for a moment as if unsure what to do but their eyes met
and she seemed to trade her embarrassment for unease.

The words I'm sorry passed through
his mind, but he kissed her instead. Without thinking, he closed
his eyes and put his mouth on hers, timidly, in case she bit him.
She didn't bite, but she didn't lean into him either. Her lips had
a light layer of salt residue that had not rinsed off and he kissed
her harder enjoying the scent of her breath that rose up with the
steam.

With a jolt, the water temperature switched
to ice cold and he stumbled back. Sara had not been as lost in the
moment as he'd thought. "I'm sorry," she said as she screwed the
faucet handle off.

She wiped the water off her face and ran her
hands over her hair. He moved to put his arms around her again but
she stepped back out of reach. "Don't. I'm sorry. I didn't mean
that."

Her face was so red it looked like her
cheeks could bleed. Humiliation singed Jack's pride. "You didn't
mean that?"

"No." She tripped over her wetsuit trying to
escape.

He reached for a towel and wordlessly she
accepted. Struggling, she pulled the other leg of her wetsuit off
at last. He stood on the pool deck waiting for something more.

Of course she didn't mean it. She didn't
like him one iota. She would head straight home and tell her little
niece everything. There'd be a cookie on the menu tomorrow called
Crummy Kiss.

He drew an angry breath but before he could
insult her, she stuck her hand out like a traffic cop. "Don't say
it."

"Say what?" A cold wave of disgust washed
over him. Why had he let himself think she was different? "What
makes you think I meant it either?" He thought he saw her eyes
water but she quickly wiped her face. He spun on his heel and
stalked off before she looked up again.

 


****

 


The phone beside the bed went off sending
Jack over the side. Knotted up in the sheets, he swore. "Yeah?"

"Good morning, Sunshine." Conner's voice
came across the line. "Bad night?"

"I'm used to my cell phone's ring, not this
monster."

"I tried your cell phone but it went
straight to voicemail."

"What's up?" Jack sat up and ran his fingers
through his hair. He pictured Conner sitting on Calliope's
deck with his arms over the rail, feet dangling in the water. He
missed his boat. The world moved too fast and in all the wrong
directions on the mainland.

"I got something interesting. Scott bagged a
lionfish."

"A lionfish?" Incredulous, Jack clambered
back onto the bed.

"Little feller. About an inch long."

The ominous implications almost took Jack's
breath away. "There's probably more then."

"I'm going to call REEF to see if they can
send somebody out."

"This is bad."

"You're not kidding. Scott talked to someone
at the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Institute. They say they're
mating year around."

"What?" Jack couldn't keep the surprise out
of his voice.

"The water's so warm. They mate at the
surface and the larvae eventually settle on the bottom."

"You mean on the reefs."

"I don't know, but that's where the food
is," answered Conner.

"What food are we talking about?"

"Gobies, for starters."

Jack swore under his breath. He knew it was
a growing problem. Home enthusiasts were dumping their saltwater
fish into the sea without realizing their Indo-Pacific pets didn't
belong in the Atlantic.

"What do you want to do?"

"Catalogue the bugger. Let's start mapping
them. With no natural predators, they're going to feast on our
reefs."

"I hear you. How's the dive class
going?"

"Boring. Guffin doesn't really need me."

"He needs someone to keep an eye on the
mavericks. When's the cert dive?"

"Not for a month at least."

"How's my favorite cook?"

"Sara?" Jack hesitated. He wasn't sure if he
wanted to tell him he'd kissed her. "She's doing okay. Still
panics."

"You better keep an eye on that."

Neither one said anything about Holly. A
brief picture of his fiancée came to mind and Jack pushed it away.
"Yeah."

"Tell Sara I said hello."

Jack could hear him getting up, could almost
feel the breeze coming off the shore and blowing over the bow.
"I'll do that."

"How's Jessica? She pin you down yet?"

"We're going out tonight, then cocktails
later with some of the honchos up in Ad-min."

"Lucky you."

"Can't wait," Jack said dryly.

"Have fun, buddy."

Jack hung up and hit the shower. He was on
rotation to clean one of the exhibit tanks. This was a task he
actually enjoyed. He liked interacting with the little kids glued
to the windows. Sometimes when he had a crowd, he'd feed the rays
and watch the faces outside the glass light up in amazement.

Most of the schools that came through had
children that'd never set foot outside of the city. They'd never
waded in the tide, buried themselves in the sand, licked salt off
their lips. Most would never see a ray creeping along the bottom, a
dolphin cavorting over the waves, a barracuda, a wise old turtle,
or a shark on the prowl.

There was no doubt he admitted to himself,
Jack Brandon was a blessed man. He ran a comb through his hair
leaning in to the mirror to check for gray. Maybe kids just weren't
in the cards for him. Holly hadn't wanted any. Maybe his fiancée
had been right. He already had so much, why did he need a family,
too?

 


****

 


When Jessica climbed into the Lexus outside
her red brick mansion that evening he told her, "Nice hair."

"Is that it?" She gave him a sharp smile.
Her braided copper hair was coiled on top of her head. Her ears
flashed with emerald studs. His eyes dropped down to the low cut of
her satin blouse.

"You look like a million bucks."

"You always look good, Jack." She leaned
over and kissed him hard on the neck nearly causing him to swerve
off the road. "And taste good, too."

He gave a flattered chuckle for her benefit.
Her mouth on him made him think of Sara and he tried to put it from
his mind. Nothing would come of that kiss. He might as well forget
it.

They were finishing appetizers at Sambuca, a
jazzy hot spot, when Jessica sat back and laced her painted
fingernails. "So when are you going to have everyone over to your
place?"

"I don't have a place."

"You can't have a few people over for
cocktails?"

"In a townhouse?"

"Why not? There are people who'd like to get
to know you better."

Jack grimaced. "I just moved in, besides
what's to know? What you see is what you get."

"It couldn't hurt. Besides, everyone is
jockeying for the new space."

Jack acknowledged this with a wave of his
napkin. "I've got exhibit space. They're bringing those specimens
from the Thai tsunami in so there's no use throwing a tantrum. They
have to go somewhere."

Jessica persisted. "You'd have more room and
better access".

"I like having visitors tunnel in like
groundhogs," Jack lied. "It has its own ambience."

"You're practically stuck in the
corner."

"We're crowded but we have the research
space we need."

"You're happy with that?"

Jack tried to look cavalier. "It's more than
we ever hoped for."

"Byron is expecting something since you won
this year's recognition."

"So I'm employee of the month now?"

She nodded. "Something like that. What about
the girl Conner brought to the banquet? She cooks?"

"She caters."

"Why don't you have her put something
together for you and I'll take care of the guest list."

Jack breathed heavily. "The new exhibit
space would be great, Jess, but I'm not going to beg."

"Just a few people from administration. If
that girl is as good as you say she is, I'm sure she'd suit us
perfectly."

"Fine," he relented. "I'll have Trudy get on
it."

 



Chapter Nine

 


 


Sara sat alone, a cup of hot chocolate
steaming on the corner of her desk calendar. The smell of sticky
buns permeated the office. She put her head down. There were six
days left in the month, and again it looked like she would not
break even. The phone rang.

"Is Ms. Hart there?" a pleasant voice
asked.

Sara sat up straighter in her chair.

"This is Trudy from the Brandon Foundation.
I'm calling for Jack."

"Yes?" Sara's heart began to thump in her
chest. Why would Jack have Trudy call?

"I'm calling about a catering opportunity
two Saturdays from tomorrow. We wanted to know if you would be
interested again."

"Of course," Sara said excitedly. She pulled
her calendar toward her and picked up a pen.

"You did such a lovely job for us
before."

"Thanks." Sara smiled. She penciled in a
giant J on the proposed weekend.

"It would be a private affair at Jack's
home."

Sara's mind went blank. He wanted her to
cater at his home?

"He'd like something casual, for about eight
to ten people, and he wants it outdoors."

"Like a barbecue?"

Trudy fell silent as if considering. "No,
dear, I believe he wanted something set up outside, like the
table."

"I can do that," Sara said. "Is there a time
I could meet with you to plan a menu?"

"Just one moment." The singsong voice
disappeared and Sara imagined her scurrying into Jack's office. He
probably had his legs kicked up on the desk listening on speaker
phone. Was this some kind of charity act? And why have Trudy call
when he could ask himself?

Sara picked up her hot chocolate and let the
creamy liquid soothe her nerves. She thought about the kiss that
had sent her home to a pint of ice cream. The thought of another
dive class made her ill.

Abruptly, Trudy returned. "He says Sunday
afternoon about four. His place."

Sara closed the shop on Sundays. It was
probably killing her but it felt like the right thing to do.
Besides, she did need at least one day off a week and it was the
Day of Rest. She answered coolly, "That'd be great," and heard
Trudy tap her keyboard before she gave her Jack's address.

"And how's your swim class going?" The
change of subject caught Sara off guard.

"Scuba? It's going fine." She hesitated,
touched by Trudy's genuine interest.

"I wish you luck," Trudy said kindly and
then goodbye.

Sara thanked her and hit the off
button. She leaned back in her chair and stared at the ceiling.
Cater a private party for Jack Brandon? Had she lost her mind? A
lecture at the aquarium was one thing, but his own kitchen was a
different ballgame. The smell of something beginning to burn jarred
her from her thoughts.

"My buns!" she cried.

She dashed to the ovens and pulled out the
pans. The buns were very brown, not burnt, but overdone. Sara put
her hands to face in despair. She couldn't sell almost-burnt rolls.
Nobody wanted to eat rock hard bread, even if it was covered with
syrup.

She suddenly felt weak in the knees. She
wanted to curl up on the floor and cry. This was her monster. She'd
put every penny she had into it. It's what she'd thought she'd
wanted; something to remind her of home from when she was a little
girl—like the smell of chocolate chip cookies hitting her face when
she opened the door. Then later, her father would come in from
work, one whiff of the treats and his face would light up like a
candle. He'd take his girls up in his arms, Sara, Ellen, and their
mother…

The bell at the front door announced Carly
was out of school. Her carpool had dropped her off a few minutes
late. Sara was chopping apples for muffins, while listening to the
soup pots bubbling.

"I'm here!" the teenager announced. She
bounded back to the office to drop her backpack and returned with
an apron tied around her waist. "Ready to make a living." She
grinned and Sara couldn't help but smile back. "You don't want to
make a living this way!"

"Yes, I think I do," Carly insisted. "I've
already given the cafeteria your chicken chili recipe and they all
took it home and made it for themselves, instead of us!"

"You're giving out my recipes?" Sara's knife
hung in the air. "You can't give my recipes out, Carly! I can't
sell my own soups if everyone else knows how to make them!"

Carly crammed a cookie in her mouth and
waved her off. "Don't worry about it," she said through the
muck.

"I am worried!" Sara said angrily. "Those
are secret recipes! They're not for you to broadcast!"

Carly's face flushed. She picked up a broom
and began sweeping vacantly. There was no time for Sara to soften
her choice of words because the door opened again and three hungry
women in heels clattered in. After they'd made their purchases,
Sara found Carly standing in the back, punching dough back down for
another rise.

"I'm sorry I yelled at you." The girl
continued taking her frustration out on the bread. "I'm having a
hard time keeping it together. I hoped I'd be breaking even by now.
It's not as easy as I thought it'd be."

Carly stopped her battering. "You just have
to hang on a little longer."

Sara went to hug her but the door rattled
again. "At least we're selling something," she said. At the front
counter, she found Jack trying to peek into one of the simmering
cauldrons.

"What's that?" he asked. He pointed rudely
as if it were witch's brew.

"Potato soup."

"In May?"

Sara folded her arms. "Do you want some or
not?"

"No wonder you can't get any business in
here, you're so snappish."

"I'm not snappish, I've had plenty of
business today. It's picking up."

He looked as if he didn't believe her. "Is
that true?" he asked, and from behind her Carly climbed up on the
stool beside the register. "Doubt it," the girl said wanly.

"Thanks," Sara snapped. She turned back to
Jack. "Soup or sandwich? Bread, cookie? What'll you have?"

"You have any salads?"

"Not today."

"How about a chilled soup?"

"Cold?"

"Something soupy. Something cool."

Sara grabbed a cup and ladled several scoops
of potato soup into it. Then she went to the fountain dispenser and
plopped in some ice cubes.

"Oh that's wonderful," Jack said in disgust,
"Mmm."

"Give it about ten minutes, it'll be nice
and cool."

"Thanks." He eyed Carly pouting over the
register. "Can you get me a couple warm cookies? And don't take a
torch to them."

Sara punched the prices in and threw in a
couple over-baked sticky buns. "You still giving food away? I'm not
homeless."

"They're burnt," she said.

"Don't do me any favors."

She glanced up to find him studying her. The
collar of his shirt was open at the neck. His throat rippled when
he spoke again and she tore her eyes away.

"You talked to Trudy this morning?"

"I hear you're going to do some
entertaining."

"With food, not sea lions and beach
balls."

"Didn't know you were into sea lions."

"Pretty much anything that swims."

"Sara swims," Carly adlibbed, and Sara
colored.

"You're coming along," Jack said. He took
the bag up in his arms. "You just need to stay calm, and don't look
up."

"Don't look up?"

"As in when you're high, you don't look
down. So when you're down, don't look up. It unnerves some people.
The surface looks far away."

Sara sighed. "I'll have to work on that. And
the surface is far away, by the way."

"It's only fifteen feet. You don't need to
go any deeper than that if a few meters bother you."

"It wouldn't bother me," Carly
interjected.

"You're too young."

"Actually she's not," Jack said.

Sara shook her head. "No way."

"It's not for you to decide," Carly argued.
"Mom might let me."

"Good luck with that."

Jack grinned at Carly. "If you want a lesson
and it's okay with your mom, give me a call."

"Jack!" Exasperated Sara pointed to the
door. "Go eat your dinner."

He laughed and gave Carly a little wave.
"I'll see you girls later."

"Sunday," Sara corrected. "Trudy said you
wanted to meet Sunday to go over a menu."

"Sure," he said suddenly casual, "Sunday."
Then he was gone.

 


****

 


After stopping by the deli to leave a box of
food on the stoop for Polk, Sara headed over to Jack's place Sunday
afternoon. A short drive from the aquarium, it was a block from the
historical Castleberry Hill area. The cultural arts and the nearby
Olympic park meant professionals lived in the area, affluent and on
the go.

Sara stopped at the gate and admired the
architecture. The landscaped community was a Shangri La in the
middle of the city. It must have come with a staggering price tag.
He met her at the door, swinging it open just as she took her
finger from the buzzer.

"Hi." He had on a pair of khakis cut off at
the knee. A short-sleeved oxford was unbuttoned all way down,
draped over a faded tee shirt from an Eagles concert.

"Eagles?"

"I'm a fan."

"The real thing?" She eyed it more
closely.

"Always."

She tried not to show she was impressed.
"Where do you want me?"

He hurried over to a leather couch and
shuffled some cushions. "Here." As she took a seat, he shoved some
papers over to a corner of a slate coffee table. She laid open her
planner and dug through her purse for a pen.

"Do you want a drink?"

"Sure, why not?" Caught off guard he hurried
into the adjacent kitchen.

"What time in the evening do you want to
have this get together?"

"About five-thirty," he answered from within
the fridge.

"That's a little early."

He'd returned, standing over her with a
bottled water. His face flickered with doubt. "What? Seven-thirty?
I don't know what time you people eat around here."

"You people?"

"You Southerners, you Georgians.
Whatever."

"It depends on the menu. Do you want a light
dinner or something with courses?"

"No appetizers," Jack said stubbornly.
"We've done appetizers. I want a meal, lots of good food, good
drink." He crashed into the sofa beside her and crossed a leg over
his knee.

"I'll let you take care of the drink part,"
Sara said wryly. "I'm not a bartender. How do you feel about
chicken?"

"I get a lot of chicken at home. And fish.
And rice," he added.

"Okay," said Sara. "How about meat or
something vegetarian?"

"I'm not a vegetarian. I love animals but
I'm not above eating them."

She let out an exasperated sigh. "Beef?"

"Perfect." Jack grinned showing his teeth.
His eyes crinkled at the corners in charming crow's feet. She felt
like he'd just baited a line but she was determined to keep her
cool.

"Steak?"

"Can you cook steak?"

"Yes," Sara returned, somewhat offended. "I
can roast beef, too."

"Roast beef sounds good."

He looked out a pair of French doors that
led to a small patio. "I have a patio set." He led her to a small
pavilion surrounded by a brick privacy wall. The patio had a glass
table for six under a taupe canvas tent. There were brass lanterns
and a copper fire pit.

"Nice," Sara admitted. "You'll want to do
this in the evening then. I'd say about six-thirty. You can light
the lamps for a little ambience."

"It's a party of eight, including me. Small,
private."

They took a couple chairs from the table and
planned the rest of the menu outside. Jack seemed content with most
of her ideas and Sara was just happy they were getting along. He
must have sensed her thoughts for he suddenly grew quiet as she put
her notes away.

"If there's anything else you think of, just
call my cell." She scribbled her number down on a scrap of paper
and handed it to him.

After sticking it in his shirt pocket, he
leaned back, laced his fingers together, and studied her with dark
eyes.

"What?"

"I was just wondering if you're doing this
because you have to, or if you're trying to be nice."

"Maybe it's both."

"I appreciate it." He looked past her
shoulder as if he saw something more interesting.

"It's fine. I need the business."

He stood abruptly and offered his hand.
"Business." Sara shook it though it made her feel silly.

"Thanks for helping me in class."

"You're doing fine."

"I don't know if I'm going to make it." She
motioned to her face. "The mask thing bothers me. I don't know if I
can get used to taking it off underwater and putting it back
on."

"Just take it one step at a time."

"I don't know."

"Practice." Jack grabbed a hold of her hand
again and pressed it. "It'll become more familiar and you won't
even think about it."

"I don't like the cold water hitting my
face. It makes me inhale." She realized she was complaining and bit
her lip.

"Once you have it happen when you least
expect it, and you realize you can put the mask back on and get the
water out without surfacing, you'll never worry about it
again."

"And what if I can't?"

"You'd be amazed what you can do when you
don't have any choice. We're loaded with survival instincts. We
just don't use them very often so we don't understand them."

"Maybe I'll ask Guffin to rip my mask off
when I'm not expecting it."

"I'd be happy, too." He gave her a
mischievous grin. "But it's not something you need to do at the
bottom of the pool until you can do it in shallow water. You might
hurt yourself."

"I know. My parents drowned when I was in
high school." Jack's face fell. "They were in a car accident, on
the way to Chattanooga." Sara twisted her fingers. She didn't know
why she was telling him. "Their car went off a bridge over the
Chattahoochee. They couldn't get out." She shook her head in a
disbelief that hadn't faded. "In eight feet of water. I don't know
what…" She ran out of words.

Jack didn't say anything either but his eyes
were full of compassion. She punched him lightly on the shoulder.
"Anyway, I get it."

"Good," he said shortly. He suddenly moved
into her and they embraced awkwardly. The unspoken memory of the
kiss reared its head. Sara felt herself go warm, willed her heart
to stop, but it betrayed her. She felt his breath on her neck and
the hesitance in his arms.

"Goodbye, Jack," she said firmly. She picked
her planner up off the ground where she had unwittingly dropped
it.

"Okay, then," he said casual again. He let
her out the front door. "See you later," he called, and she waved.
She could hardly get the key into the ignition because of her
trembling fingers.

 



Chapter Ten

 


 


In class the next evening, Jack tried to
give Sara her space. Guffin took her down to the bottom of the pool
and let her explore. She seemed to have no trouble catching on to
buoyancy and swam like she was comfortable in the water. When the
time came for the students to practice underwater skills, she
disappeared up to the shelf from where she would only observe.

Guffin asked him to practice buddy breathing
with a coed so he didn't have the chance to work with her in the
shallow water. She must have removed her hoses, her BC, and tried
the mask technique with another assistant while he was distracted.
She was gone when he climbed out of the pool and headed for the
shower.

A few days later at Turtle Soup, he found
Carly working a Sudoku puzzle. "Hey, kiddo, what's for dinner?"

The girl put down her work and gave Jack a
glittering smile. "Hi, Jack!"

"Shouldn't you be at home watching
cartoons?"

"I don't watch cartoons."

"How about soaps?" Carly snorted in disgust
and he could tell he'd hit the nail on the head. "You're never too
old for Looney Tunes."

"Speaking of loony," she said in distain.
She walked over to the soup and lifted a lid. "Don't you ever get
tired of eating soup?"

"Don't let your aunt hear you." He scanned
the menu. "I'd like a salad if you have one."

"We got macaroni salad and some tossed
greens."

"That sounds great. And cookies. As always,
I'll take a dozen."

"Of what?"

He studied the array. "The coconut macaroons
look great."

"They are. I made them."

"You should be at the mall chasing
boys."

"I don't chase boys," sniffed Carly.
"Besides, I do get paid, you know. Don't you ever get a day
off?"

"No, I don't have a reason to, but I can
take off when I need to."

"Must be nice."

"To work seven days a week?"

"Do you work this hard at home?"

Jack smiled. "All work and no play."

"How can you not play at home? Don't you
live on a boat?"

"You think I live on a boat?"

"Makes sense to me."

"I have a house in St. John's, where I grew
up. I only stay in Atlanta four to six months and then it's to
sea."

"So where do you go?"

"The Mediterranean, Australia, South
Africa."

"Madagascar?"

"Been there."

"Sara's on a rampage over vanilla
beans."

Jack made a noise of agreement. "Their
rainforests are being destroyed to grow something you can get in
Mexico."

Sara breezed in from the back with a towel
thrown over her shoulder. "Vanilla? I'd love to see Madagascar."
Her hair was pulled back in a ponytail and her blouse dappled with
flour.

"How's the menu coming along?" asked
Jack.

"It's going okay. I'll have to get there
early so I can set up. What time will you be back from the
office?"

"Between five and five-thirty. I have a key
for you." He held up a brass key tied to a leather strap.

Sara laid it beside the register.

"How come you're working this poor kid to
death?"

"She volunteered," Sara said defensively.
"She has a mother and her mother approves."

Carly was watching Jack with a faint smile
on her face. "My mom works late most nights."

"That's too bad."

"Doesn't matter," the girl said quickly. She
handed Jack a sealed plastic container with his salad. "Don't crush
the cookies," she added.

"Did you ask your mother about diving
lessons?"

"She said not yet. We're going to see if
Sara can pass first."

"She'll pass with flying colors."

When Sara blushed at his faith, he felt a
swell of affection. "I guess I'll see you this weekend," he said
and when she nodded, he imagined he saw a sparkle of anticipation
in her eyes.

Conner called that night. They went over
hatchling stats for the month and when they were finished talking
shop, Jack asked about the lionfish. "Anymore show up?"

"Not on our watch. Scott heard they've seen
several around Exumas."

"So in other words, they're here."

"In the Bahamas, yeah."

"Make sure Scott is thorough."

"Don't worry, Jack, we'll keep our eyes
open."

Jack switched tracks. "I gave Sara a key to
my house today, for the dinner this weekend. She's going to come
over early and set everything up."

"I thought you were trying to tell me
something."

"You're coming, right?" Jack couldn't keep
the anxiety out of his voice. It'd be easier to entertain with his
wing man at his side. Jessica wouldn't be any help. In fact, she
would just make it worse. He'd have to entertain his guests plus
keep her happy.

"I wouldn't miss you and Sara putting on
airs for the world. Besides, where else am I going to sleep?"

"No airs," Jack said seriously. "She likes
you and it'll make it more comfortable."

"You mind if I ask her out for drinks?"

"We'll have drinks. You don't have to take
her anywhere."

"I can't take the help out?"

"I thought she wasn't your type."

"She's not but it's better than hanging out
alone."

"What am I, chopped mackerel?" Jack growled.
"We'll go out after we get rid of everybody."

"Alright, but I'm still asking. She has
season passes."

"If you want tickets, just ask. Or I
will."

"What makes you think she'd give her tickets
to you?" Conner teased.

"We're getting along okay."

"Since when?"

Jack hesitated. "Since the class. We worked
out our differences."

"Good, she's nice to have around. And by the
way, she is your type."

"I know my type," Jack said quickly, "and
she's—"

"So she doesn't dive. Big deal."

"I wouldn't mind going for it if she'd stop
second guessing me."

"All you need to do is learn how to boil
water and you two will be a match made in heaven."

"I don't think I could get the Georgia out
of that girl."

Jack sensed Conner's smile through the
phone. "Dude, why would you want to do that?"

 



Chapter Eleven

 


 


Sara turned the key to Jack's door and let
herself in. The condo smelled faintly of newness: fresh carpet,
leather, and the light aroma of fabric softener. The thought of a
bottle of Downey hidden in his laundry room made her smile. She
walked into the kitchen, her feet sweeping over the ceramic tile. A
narrow galley with a long bar, it offered little room for casual
entertaining, and none for major baking.

She riffled through his cabinets before
going out to the car for her stuff. He was definitely a minimalist.
Two pots and a Teflon skillet. Sara imagined him frying an egg in
the morning and choking it down with black coffee before setting
off. He probably hadn't had a decent breakfast since he was a
child.

It was hard to concentrate because of an
urge to wander through the rooms and pick up his things. True it
wasn't his real home; everything was staged, but here and there
mementos hinted about the man who lived there.

She found a remote to a stereo system and
watched in fascination as the living room wall came to life with
blue lights. A quick run through the disc changer spoke volumes --
Eric Clapton, Jimmy Buffet, and the current copy of Three Doors
Down. "Huh," she said to the quiet. A clock on the mantel chimed.
He would be home within the hour.

She hauled in boxes and a cooler, and set
the oven to preheat. They had decided on roast beef, rare and
sliced thin, with steamed vegetables on the side. Besides a cold
bisque, he'd also asked for traditional greens with a raspberry
vinaigrette, and some of her homemade bread. She'd baked seven
grain rolls the day before, letting them rise in a muffin tin to
get an attractive clover shape.

Dessert had been a no-brainer. He'd insisted
on her peaches and cream cheesecake. She set the concoction in the
refrigerator, noting he'd picked up wine for her to chill. It would
all come together nicely she decided. She shut the oven door on the
meat and wiped off her hands just in time to hear the front door
open.

"How's it going?" He walked into the kitchen
and threw a pile of mail on the counter with his belongings.

"You have the cleanest oven I've ever
seen."

"That's because it's never been used."

Sara laughed. "What's your excuse for the
fridge?" "The same." He grinned. "Mind if I get a drink?"

"Your kitchen."

He grabbed a bottled water and slid out of
the way, leaning against the counter behind her. The eyes on the
back of her neck made her skin crawl and not in a bad way.

"I'm about done here," she said nervously.
She fingered the towel in her hand and motioned toward the patio.
"Just need to put the place settings down."

"You need any help?"

"No. I'm fine."

"Don't let me get in your way. You do what
you need to do and pretend I'm not here." His eyes drifted toward
the stereo and soft murmur of Lionel Ritchie. She'd changed his
radio station, but he didn't seem to mind. "I'm going to take a
shower."

Sara tried not to look flustered. "I'll be
outside," she repeated. She grabbed the box of flatware, fumbling
with it like it was coated in butter. He chuckled under his breath.
"Got it. I got it." She hurried for the door.

"Don't worry," he said wryly, "I wasn't
going to ask you to join me."

Sara laughed nervously, too loud she
realized, as she shut the French doors behind her. It was just
business, plain and simple. So he'd turned out not to be as cold as
she'd first thought, but he was still chauvinistic and bossy.

"Sara?"

She spun around dropping a knife to the
ground at the same time. "Yes?"

Jack had taken his shirt off, and was
standing in the door in his slacks with an arm raised over his
head. "Could you get the phone if anyone calls?"

Sara stood there speechless waiting for him
to say something more. He had the most unnerving stare. He turned
on his heel and she watched him go, the trench between his shoulder
blades a deep inviting valley.

She sighed and mentally slapped herself.
She'd been out of the dating scene too long. This is what happened
when you avoided letting yourself have feelings for anyone. They
simmered until the pressure cooker went off, exploding and hitting
anyone within range.

You didn't feel like this with
Conner, a little voice argued in her head. She wiped her hands
on her pants again and sat down to fold napkins. The rote of it
made it too easy for her to picture him a few yards away in the
shower.

Sara stood up and rearranged the hydrangea
stalks in her centerpiece with vigor. Okay, so she had feelings for
him. Sorta. More like she had a craving. It would pass. Cravings
came and went. He wasn't what she was looking for. She needed
someone who would be there for her and let her be there for him.
Someone who liked being looked after. Someone who appreciated
her.

She thought about Adrien and how he got
embarrassed whenever she took him cookies. Had her old fiancée ever
loved her? Sadness tugged at her heart. She had loved him for so
long, trusted him, but he'd betrayed her. She couldn't forgive,
couldn't forget. Even after all this time the pain was still there,
a dull ache that yearned to be massaged and kneaded gently until it
yielded to something else. Or someone else.

From the kitchen, the buzzer on Jack's stove
broke her reverie. She hurried in and grabbed the meat thermometer.
The roast had been partially cooked the night before and she was
finishing it off and basting for the night ahead. Hopefully it
would still be tender and moist.

This was an important night. She didn't know
who was invited or what it was about but she sensed it was more
than just casual friends. Whatever the purpose, she knew Jack
needed everything to go smoothly. He wasn't the type that could
handle a bump in the road with grace. He'd either shut down or lose
that irritating West Indies temper.

"Smells delicious." Jack came around the bar
dressed in khakis and a green polo. He turned the wine bottle in
its ice bath and looked over the warmed rolls in the bread basket.
"Those look good."

Sara gave him a reassuring nod. "I don't
think you'll have any complaints."

"I haven't yet." The doorbell rang and he
reached out and touched her on the arm. "If you need anything
tonight, just ask."

The sound of Conner stampeding through the
living room tore them apart. "How's my favorite cook?"

"Hi, sailor!"

"Long time, no see."

Sara reached up and pecked him on the cheek.
"We've missed you at the deli. I've got chocolate chip and
macadamia nut in the car for you."

"You do like me," Conner drawled. He gave
her a squeeze.

There was a young man with him, a short
fellow with long hair and a curious expression. "Scott," Conner
introduced, and Sara smiled at him. Before Scott could say
anything, the doorbell sounded again and Sara shooed them out of
the kitchen. She didn't want to be a distraction. "Out," she
ordered, "We'll talk later," and both of them headed for the
patio.

All of the guests arrived within twenty
minutes of each other and Jack poured everyone a drink. Sara tried
not to eavesdrop on the conversations. What pieces she did pick up
made little sense. She recognized Byron from the awards banquet so
obviously they were people in administration.

The redhead, Jessica, showed up last of all.
She breezed through the house, looked through Sara as if they'd
never met at all, and stepped out onto the patio and attached
herself to Jack. Sara took the bread baskets out first, moving
around the woman as if she cared less. Of course she would be
there. Jack had taken her to the banquet. She was beautiful and
sophisticated and just the sort of woman that would relish playing
the trinket on Jack Brandon's arm.

"Sara?"

Sara froze. Jack went around the table
introducing her. After everyone gave her a polite greeting, she
hurried out. It wasn't her job to be a part of the evening,
obviously that was Jessica's. She served soup, waited until she
heard scrapping spoons and then carried out the salads.

She couldn't help but feel intrusive.
Jessica's way of halting the conversation while the courses were
brought out made her feel insecure. The woman had beautiful
shoulders, her revealing turquoise halter played off her hair and
daintily freckled shoulders. Her eyes bored into Sara whenever she
interrupted their dining. Conner's ability to make people
comfortable was a godsend. It helped her stay focused.

There were dishes to wash and counters to
clean in the kitchen. From her sanctuary, Sara counted the minutes
down. She'd served the cheesecake almost a half hour after the meal
began winding down. Scott came in and used the bathroom. He nodded
at her on his way out. If there was anything she could determine
about the company he kept close by, Sara knew that Jack's divers
were a pleasant and loyal group of guys.

"Good cheesecake, Sally." Sara looked up to
find Jessica leaning over the counter with an empty wine glass.

"It's Sara."

Jessica flicked her wrist as if names didn't
matter. She held the glass out for Sara to take.

"I've never had cheesecake after such a
heavy meal."

"I thought it was on the light side."

"You must have a hearty appetite." Jessica
gave Sara a smirk of a smile and walked off before she could
respond.

"Bite me," Sara breathed quietly. She
glanced up to catch Jack's eye but he was walking Byron out,
gesturing with his hands about something he felt strongly for.

Conner strolled in from the patio. "We're
going to O'Malley's, you want to come?" He motioned at Scott behind
him.

"No." Sara smiled and held up her sudsy
hands. "You go ahead. I've got more to do and then I've got to get
home."

"You sure?"

"I'm sure."

He leaned over, whispered Yummy! in
her ear, and kissed it.

"Goodnight," Sara laughed. "Go find yourself
an Irish girl at the pub."

"Will do," Conner promised.

The house fell silent again and Sara sighed.
Everything seemed to have gone well. She hoped Jack was pleased.
The candles on the patio were still burning so she went out to take
care of them. Just as she drew a breath to blow the last one out,
someone ran a hand along the back of her neck.

"That was super. Everyone loved it." Jack
turned her around and gave her a small hug. "You're a life
saver."

"You could have ordered take-out," Sara
teased.

He pulled her close, looked her
affectionately in the eye and smiled. "Now why would I want to do
that? I'm not into Chinese."

She felt trapped between two lines, one
friendship, the other something confusing and unclear. "I hope
everyone enjoyed themselves."

The way he was holding her close made it
hard for her to breathe. Her chest tingled, her palms were moist.
She knew if he kissed her like he did the first time her knees
would buckle right out from under her.

"Everyone did. Did you?" His dark eyes gazed
deep into hers until she couldn't see anything else. All she could
feel was her heart pounding and the taut of his stomach against
hers. She couldn't find an answer. Just when she thought she would
faint with anticipation, he put his mouth softly down on hers and
kissed her slow and easy.

A soft moan escaped before she could stop
herself. Lingering traces of peach on his breath tasted like
paradise. He tightened his embrace and one hand slid down the small
of her back.

Sara melted. The thumping of her heart
seemed to echo off of his chest until her own pulse deafened her.
She was falling or so she thought, her fists instinctively grabbing
his shirt, kneading the hard muscles of his back, pressing him
further into her as they kissed.

He suddenly gasped as if he'd run out of
air, as if they'd inhaled all of the oxygen out of the night sky.
Pressing his cheek into hers he moved his mouth over her face, her
hair, down her neck, and then like a bolt of lightning Jessica's
shrill cry tore them apart.

"What is this?" Jessica stalked across the
patio, the French doors flung wide open at her discovery. She
crossed her arms then put her hands on her hips. "What the hell is
this?"

Jack, trying to catch his breath, gave a
shake of his head as if in denial of what had just happened.

"I want to know what's going on." Jessica's
voice demanded answers. She was trembling with anger. "You tell me
to go and this is why? I knew it. You don't have any business to
finish up."

Jack rebounded, his voice trembling with
indignation. "What are you doing here?"

"I forgot my purse." Her lie was
transparent. "Obviously you were trying to get rid of me."

"I didn't invite you to stay because I
didn't want you to." The cruelty of his words punched Sara with
guilt. "I don't owe you anything."

Jessica sucked in her breath at Jack's harsh
words. She put a finger in his face and jabbed at his nose. "You
inconsiderate—"

"Who the hell do you think you are?" Jack
shouted angrily. Sara drew back as if she didn't recognize him.
"I'm not committed to you, and this," he turned around and motioned
at Sara, "is none of your business." His eyes flashed in the
moonlight.

"I organize this little meeting for you and
this is the thanks I get?"

"Meeting?" Jack threw his hands up,
incredulous. "This wasn't a meeting, it was a dinner."

Jessica swiveled and locked on Sara. "I was
trying to do you a favor. Do you think you would have been here if
it weren't for me?"

Sara felt branded as if she'd done something
wrong.

Jack pounced in to defend her. "I would have
asked her to help with or without your suggestion." He grabbed Sara
by the arm as if afraid she might try to escape. "I don't need your
permission, or your advice."

Jessica looked like she going to explode.
The horror of the discovery and her accusing glare were more than
Sara could bear. She pulled away from Jack and ran. Scooping up
some of her belongings, she hurried out the door.

She didn't want to be a part of any love
triangle. It didn't matter if Jack was committed to Jessica or not;
he had invited her over for dinner and then kissed the cook
instead. No wonder she hated her. She must have seen through Sara's
feelings before Jack did. Maybe even before tonight.

The Blazer's door slammed on her fingers.
She peeled out of the parking lot and sped home, every cell in her
body screaming from both pain and a lingering pleasure. Tears
trickled from her eyes. She was losing it. She couldn't fall for a
man like Jack Brandon. She had to stay focused on what mattered
most. And what mattered most was keeping it together so Turtle Soup
didn't go under.

 



Chapter Twelve

 


 


Jack stared morosely into his glass. He
swirled the ocher liquid around, but couldn't get it spinning fast
enough to make it funnel without risking it all over the table.

"Lighten up." Conner said. He had an
up-too-late-and-too-much-fun pallor on his face. Scott was slow
dancing with a young coed, a few feet away from the table. "It was
a good show and good food. I told you, you couldn't go wrong with
Sara."

"That's my problem."

"Don't worry about Jessica. She'll get over
it, they all do. Besides, it will give her some drama."

"It sure as hell was dramatic," Jack
muttered. He leaned his head back and stared at the bar's smoky
ceiling. "I don't know what I'm doing."

"You're getting us a new exhibit."

"Wonderful." Jack sat up straight. "But does
it really matter? We have exhibit space in the largest aquarium in
the world. We're getting more research done than we ever dreamed.
Granted, it's not hands-on, but once we get all the positions
staffed and trained, we'll only have to be here a few weeks a
year."

"But front and center in the world's biggest
aquarium."

"It's not like we're in the basement. We
have twice the tank space Buchanan does. He reminds me every time
he can corner me."

"Tell him to shove his eels," Conner
growled.

"As long as I'm on my best behavior and the
public's getting educated, why do I need to wine and dine the big
boys?"

"To keep the mystery alive."

Jack snorted. He tapped his glass hard on
the table. "What mystery? What you see is what you get. Deal with
it."

"Now you're sounding like your girl."

"She's not my girl. All I did was kiss
her."

"You must have sucked."

"She was putty in my hands. I almost passed
out."

"That would make you the putty."

"It was better than last time."

"Last time?" Conner leaned in for
details.

Jack shrugged. "After class a few weeks ago.
I was trying to help her out of her wetsuit."

"Wetsuit or bathing suit?"

"Don't be an idiot. She took off before I
could get warmed up."

"She ran off this time, too."

"Thanks to Jessica."

"Why don't you ask her out?"

"A date?"

"You take her to dinner, go see a movie, see
if she'll let you in the front door."

Jack fiddled uneasily. "I don't know," he
said with some hesitancy. "That'd be really getting involved."

"A date?"

"With her that'd be involved."

"She's the real deal."

"Yes." Holly flitted through Jack's memory
and he tried not to feel the pain that came with it. It was time to
move on. She had been the real deal, too, but she was gone now,
somewhere he couldn't follow. "So damn reckless."

"Sara?"

"Holly." Jack looked up, and tried to keep
the sadness out of his eyes. "She was reckless." He sighed. "I'm
not angry anymore. I just miss her."

Conner leaned over and touched him on the
shoulder. "That's not ever going to change." He stood and
stretched. "You, meanwhile, are still here, and swimming with
amphibians twenty-four hours a day cannot be fulfilling."

"Works for me."

"They don't kiss you back."

Jack laughed a hollow laugh he didn't feel
and said, "Sebastian never was a good kisser."

 


****

 


The next morning he forced down a cup of
coffee and grabbed his keys off the counter. His planner was out,
too. Frowning, he snatched it up and threw it quickly into his
briefcase. Sara had left a cooler and a box of dishes behind. He
made a mental promise to call and see if he could drop the stuff by
her house. She would probably just have him bring them to the
deli.

He got to work on the hour, hurried to the
lockers to change, and went to the main tank. Besides the routine
target feeding of the sea turtles, they were cleaning. That meant
he got to get wet, which was better than sitting at a desk in an
over-starched shirt.

The dive was just what he needed. After
thirty minutes with a squeegee on the east window, he'd put Holly
to rest for the thousandth time and was at ease with what he had to
do. At lunch, he would give Sara a call, apologize, and then feel
the situation out. If she was receptive, he'd ask her out for
dinner and a movie, and then maybe they could talk. About a lot of
things.

A nudge on the back of his head roused his
faculties. He swatted at the sea bass nibbling his mask band. A
sharp sting told him the little teeth had taken a sliver out of his
scalp. He looked around to make sure none of the other fish were
getting excited then checked his air. Guffin motioned from across
the coral bed and gave the thumps up. Jack nodded and kicked gently
upwards.

The surface overhead was a mirror of
invitation to leave one lovely world for another. As wonderful as
it could be beneath the water, it was good to come up—to feel the
air hit your skin, the sun on the top of your head, and to
breathe—not just through your mouth but through your nose, taking
in all of the smells of fish and salt and wet and sun.

Jack broke the pool's surface in a surge of
bubbles. Around him, the filters hummed and voices echoed off the
ceiling beams. There was no equatorial sunshine, no boat swaying
with the current, but strangely he felt free.

He changed slowly, taking his time. If he
was lucky, Trudy would have lunch from Turtle Soup sitting on his
desk, but it would probably be something from the cafeteria. He had
a mysterious craving for the cassava bread his mother used to
make.

Trudy acknowledged him with a wink as the
phone was glued to her ear and her fingers busy. He noted the take
out carton on his desk with displeasure. It smelled like Chinese.
He'd need a roll of antacids to keep it down.

"They need last week's stats for the
spreadsheet." Trudy appeared at the door, one leg in, one leg out.
Do you have them?"

Jack reached for his briefcase under the
desk. He didn't let himself complain about the food. She was eighty
years old and running full throttle. What more could you ask of
anyone? He shuffled through the papers in his briefcase. "Here you
go." He held out the printout, but his eyes were glued to the
planner he'd tossed aside.

"Are you okay?"

Jack's outstretched hand had frozen. The
papers fluttered to his desk before Trudy could catch them.
Gingerly, he picked up the slender black book. "This isn't
mine."

The secretary moved around the desk and
studied it. "It isn't mine, either."

Trudy took it from his hands as if it might
contain explosives. She opened the cover carefully then grinned and
spun it around so he could see it. "It's Sara Hart's. Now how did
that get in here?"

She gave him a teasing look and he tried to
smile back. "I guess she left it on my counter by mistake. She
catered for me last night."

"Yes, I know. How was your little dinner
party?"

"Great." Trudy would understand the
omission. She had the sixth sense and made trips to the water
cooler.

"I'll call her and let her know we have it
right here safe and sound."

"Thanks, but I've got a few things I need to
do anyway." He gave Trudy a reassuring nod. "I'll take care of
it."

"If you say so, boss." She tottered back to
her desk, smiling so hard her dentures clacked together.

Jack laid the planner on his desk. If he had
Sara's planner, she probably had his. He'd been mortified when
she'd discovered it the first time, but this was worse. His head
swam. What had he written about her the afternoon she'd brought it
to the office?

He put his hands over his face as if he
could make the phrase disappear from the forefront of his mind. If
Sara had his planner, she'd never forgive him in a million years
for what he'd written beside the number for Turtle Soup.

 


****

 


Three distracted phone conversations and a
check signing marathon later, Jack hurried over to the deli. Every
traffic light was determined to make him sit. Panic simmered in his
stomach. He'd thrown away the takeout, his nerves too shot to eat.
Now he was anxious and hungry. The irony made him cringe.
Sara satisfied something in him he never knew he wanted.

He thought about the man that had let her
down. Had she ever forgiven him or would she punish every man she
met the rest of her life? Being scarred by a former fiancée was
something he knew about. He made it through the last intersection
and pulled up alongside a hydrant. The spaces in front of Turtle
Soup were full. Maybe business was picking up. He took a deep
breath before pulling on the door.

A strange woman punched in something on the
register with a confused look on her face. There was a line of
three or four people, some of them anxious. He walked up to the
counter. "Where's Sara?"

She glanced up at him and then at the woman
in front of her. "Six-fifty," she murmured, and the woman handed
over cash. Jack exhaled loudly and tapped his fingers on the
counter. Some of the other customers rocked on their feet,
obviously worried he was going to cut line.

"You need some help?" Jack asked loudly.

"Yes, Jack, I do," she answered, reaching
under the counter for a baguette.

Jack walked around the counter and went to
the sink to wash his hands. No one was in the back.

"You must be her sister. Is she okay?" He
dried his hands on a floury towel.

"She's home, and I'm Ellen." Ellen pushed
another bag of goodies across the counter and asked an old
gentleman in a windbreaker what he wanted. "Get me a dozen of the
orange vanilla chips," she ordered.

Jack hurried over to the cookies and
searched for anything with white chips. He crammed the closest
match in a paper bag, lost count, and had to pull them back out and
start all over.

"You're no help."

"Sorry." He grinned at the customer. "First
day." After the last visitor had gone, he grabbed a broom and
started sweeping so she didn't kick him out.

"Did you want something?"

Jack slowed his sweeping. "I was looking for
Sara. I need to talk to her."

"About last night."

Jack grimaced at the way she said it. "I
guess she told you."

"She's my sister."

"Is she okay?"

"I don't know. I came in before lunch. She
needed to go home."

"Was she upset?" Jack thought about the
planner and wondered if she'd discovered the mix up.

"Obviously."

He was silent. Ellen stood with her back to
the register, arms crossed. "I don't mean to pry," she began, but
Jack cut her off.

"Then don't."

"She's my sister."

"That doesn't make it your business."

"Actually, it does."

Irritated, Jack said, "Look—" but the bells
jingled at the door.

Carly breezed in, a look of surprise on her
face. "Mom? What are you doing here?"

"Sara went home."

"She okay?" Carly came around the corner and
put her books down. She looked curiously at Jack. "You working here
now, too?"

Jack smiled. "Yeah, part-time during the
rush."

Ellen jerked her head at the empty store.
"That was the rush."

"Do I get to boss him around?" the girl
asked her mother.

"No, he was just leaving."

"I have something for Sara. She left some
things at my house."

"You can bring them in. I'll see that she
gets them."

Jack eyed the older sister trying to gauge
how far he could push her. "Actually I thought I'd take them over
to her place."

"She lives with me. Bring them inside and
I'll take them home."

"I don't have them with me," he said
carefully.

The woman called his bluff. "Then bring them
by tomorrow."

Defeated, he handed over the broom. "How
about some food?"

"I'll get it," Carly sang out.

He waited patiently for her to get it
together while avoiding Ellen's eye. The knot in his stomach made
it very clear that he'd be sorry if he actually ate anything, and
sorrier still, if he didn't get to Sara soon.

 



Chapter Thirteen

 


 


Sara sprawled out on her bed and positioned
the wet washcloth over her face. Her nose was stuffed up from
crying but she felt better. The letter had been in her post office
box. She'd gotten to work early and opened the mail first. Her
usual collection of junk mail had come with some supply catalogues
and the rent bill for the store space. It seemed to come due faster
than anything else.

In her head, she was sure she'd break even.
She'd taken a hit the first quarter but things had improved. The
accounts were on the computer and she'd been avoiding them. The
shock when she pulled up the numbers almost made her
hyperventilate.

As if the computer had miscalculated she'd
run everything again, but it hadn't made any difference. Her credit
cards were maxed out, her bank account empty, and she was two
months behind.

They kindly called it her grace period. Now
there would be a threat letter or a phone call. Only a few months
into her lifelong dream and savings, and it was over. She should
have never left her job at the catering service. Her old boss had
warned her the odds were she wouldn't make it and she'd been
right.

The tune of Take Me Out to the Ball
Game rattled the silence. Her cell phone was going off again.
It'd been buzzing off and on all afternoon near the coat rack in
the living room, but she didn't want to get up. She knew it was
Ellen calling to see if she had pulled herself together. Or maybe,
she feared, it might be Jack calling to see if she was okay from
the night before.

What a nightmare. She rolled over on her
stomach and threw the washcloth on the floor. It had been fun at
first, giving him a taste of his own medicine, but she hadn't meant
to actually care. Now she'd gone from giving him a hard time to
being completely distracted. Ellen and Carly were sacrificing
everything they had to help her and she was letting them down.

The phone went off again and she made a
noise of protest. It would drive her mad if she didn't pick up. She
caught it on the last refrain before it went to voice mail.

"Sara?"

A painful silence followed as Sara struggled
with her feelings at the sound of Jack's voice.

"I was just calling about last night to see
if you're okay."

Sara found her mouth and made it move. "I'm
sorry I left. It didn't seem right to stay."

Jack took a breath. "I went by the deli
today and you weren't there."

"Something came up."

Again he was quiet for a pause before he
said, "The planner?"

"Planner?"

"I have your planner. You left it on the
counter and I took it to work by mistake."

Taking a seat on the couch, Sara dug through
her purse. She pulled the black book out and turned it over in her
hand. Funny she hadn't noticed before. She put it to her nose. It
smelled like him. "You're right, I got yours right here."

He seemed relieved. "Can I swing by and get
it?"

"Now?" Sara put a hand to her head and
smoothed her hair down. She knew she looked a mess. She'd cried all
her makeup off.

"Now would be great." He stopped short as if
afraid she would say no.

"If you really need it I could just bring it
by." She smiled, remembering the first time she'd taken him his
naughty book.

"No, I don't mind. You live with your
sister?"

"Yes, but I'm on my way out."

He made a noise as if he wanted to disagree
with her. "You sure I'm not putting you out?"

"I don't mind at all. I'll see you in an
hour." She hung up and blew her nose. Tossing the tissue aside, she
opened the book and thumbed through the pages. His cruel comments
were still penciled in alongside some of the entries. For a man who
could be so sincere, he had a vicious sarcasm. Maybe it was a
reflection of how he feared the world to be.

Scientists did not handle fame and
recognition very well, Sara thought. Perhaps it was because they
did not aspire to it. At least Jack Brandon didn't.

Curiously, she turned to the S's and then to
the H's to see if he'd written her number in. He had not. No
telling what he would write about her if he had the chance. She
chuckled under her breath as she turned to the T's. Turtle Soup was
written in bold letters, all capitals. The number was jotted down
beneath it. She caught her breath as a dart of pain struck her
breast. A notation had been penciled in alongside the entry:
Short, Fat-Assed Pollyanna

Sara threw the book to the ground like it
was a snake. Fat? She wasn't fat! She ran to the bathroom and
looked in the mirror. She wasn't short. She wasn't tall. She turned
around and looked at her butt. Oh, no. She dropped her pants to see
if there was any cellulite on the back of her thighs. She peered
under the shelves of her cheeks.

Yes, there it was. Had everyone in dive
class seen it? She moaned aloud, unable to rip her eyes away from
the reflection. Too many cookies. She wasn't getting enough
exercise. The dive class wasn't cutting it. Her eyes met the twin's
in the mirror and common sense came flooding back.

What was she doing? There was nothing wrong
with her. And there was nothing wrong with her body. She wasn't a
scarecrow or a perfect ten, but she was healthy. Jack thought she
was short and fat? A Pollyanna? Who was he to insult her like
that?

A gust of rage swept over her, the force of
it startling. She had gone out of her way to excuse his initial
behavior. She'd given him the benefit of the doubt and given him a
second chance. How shallow did a man have to be to jot savage
insults in his address book?

She buttoned her jeans and washed her face.
It was time to go back to the deli and let Ellen off the hook.
She'd canceled two appointments to fill in for her. Sara needed to
get back. Somehow, she'd find a solution to her financial mess.

The Blazer seemed to enjoy her revving. She
made it to the interstate in record time and took the aquarium exit
that also led to Turtle Soup. Jack's book sat like a tombstone
beside her, a dark supple marker of what once could have been a
fruitful relationship.

Heat tinged her cheeks. The kiss the night
before would live forever, she admitted. You could never forget a
kiss like that, but she wasn't stupid enough to pay the price for
it. He'd do a number on her that would make Adrien's heartbreak
look like a hairline crack.

When she came to the light that separated
her place from the aquarium, she turned left instead of right. He
wanted his book back and he was going to get it. She parked in
visitor parking and jogged across the lot. When she asked for him
at the ticket window, the girl checked a clipboard hanging over her
register. She handed Sara a laminate pass on a lanyard and motioned
toward the administrative doors.

Down the hall, up the elevator, and into the
passages, her feet dug into the floor. Her heart was in her throat,
her hands shaking. Through a glass wall, she saw him come out of
his office. He beat her to the door, stepping out into the hallway,
a look of premonition on his face. He knew. That's why he was in a
hurry to get it back. He was afraid she'd look up her name.

She wound up and pitched, aiming for his
head. It would have hit its mark if he hadn't thrown his arms
up.

"Sara!" he cried. She kept moving, taking
the momentum with her and throwing herself into him. Their legs
tangled and they both fell to the floor.

"You pig!" She swatted at him with girly
punches. He caught her by the wrists, his face a violent shade of
maroon under his tan.

"Sara, stop!"

She tried to jerk free but he held fast,
pulling her close so that their faces almost touched. "I'm sorry!"
he said.

In her rage, tears cranked up and she hated
herself for it. "Who do you think you are?" He rolled over and
pulled the both of them up.

"I'm sorry," he repeated, too curt to
satisfy her.

"You're not sorry!" She yanked her arms but
he refused to let her go.

"Just listen."

"What's your story this time? You were
having a bad day? I made a terrible first impression?" She pulled
again but his hands were iron bands.

"Come into my office and talk for a
minute."

"I don't want to talk to you," she bawled.
"I don't ever want to speak to you again."

Behind her desk, Trudy stood at attention.
She had a What has he done now? look on her face.

"Let me go," Sara sobbed. "You're the most
horrible person I've ever met." Jack tried to force her inside his
office but she planted her feet. "You have no right to even speak
to me."

"It was a joke."

"You call that a joke?"

"I didn't mean it. I wrote it the day after
you came in."

Sara swallowed and tried to summon some
dignity. Heads of the curious were sticking out of other doors. "I
don't care when you wrote it. I'm not one of your avaricious
concubines!"

"Concubines?" Jack smiled at her poetic
description. "Come here." He tried to lead her into the privacy of
his office.

"No." Sara shook her head. She hated the
gentle tone his voice had taken. It was unforgivable, writing
terrible things about her. If he'd written it, he'd meant it.

"You really think you're too good for
anyone, don't you?" Sara's voice shook. "That you're some kind of
celebrity because National Geographic made you their cover boy?
Well let me tell you something, Jack! I don't need a world seal of
approval to help me sleep at night. I don't need looks or money to
buy me a circle of friends, and I don't need some beach bum telling
me what I am!"

Looking embarrassed, Jack dropped her hands.
In a low voice he said, "If that's who you think I am than you can
leave."

"Thank you," Sara shouted, "I will!" She
flung the door open on the way. The planner was still in the middle
of the hallway, a few pages hanging out of it. She gave it a
vicious kick and it smacked into the wall. "That's what I think
about you and you're stupid Foundation," she shouted over her
shoulder. She kicked it again and again until pages scattered
everywhere.

He was still watching from his office door,
looking like he wanted to shove a sock in her mouth. All around the
office people sidled into range to see more. Satisfied she'd
humiliated him she took the stairs to the ground floor. She wanted
to be exhausted when she walked out of the place. She wanted to
feel so tired she would never have the energy to come back.

 



Chapter Fourteen

 


 


Jack slunk into his office with
mortification hanging over him like a cloud. He didn't want to talk
to anyone. He hoped by the end of the day the excitement would blow
over. Trudy waited fifteen minutes to bring the mail in.

"I meant it as an adjective."

"You meant what as an adjective?" Her eyes
sparkled as if she was finally getting the details she'd been
starving for.

"You know how I tag people sometimes. It
just comes out. And she is a Pollyanna."

"That's actually a noun."

"No, I called her a fat-assed
Pollyanna."

Trudy pursed her lips at the curse word.

"I didn't mean it like that."

"She's very shapely. I wouldn't call her
fat."

The sternness of Trudy's words made Jack
feel even more ashamed. "I know she's not fat! She's just right."
His chest hurt. He leaned over the desk and fingered the mail. "It
was just an expression."

"Expressions can be painful, depending on
the expression." Trudy gazed off into space. "Depending on whether
it's an expression of love, of endearment, of revenge, et cetera,
et cetera." She looked fiercely at Jack over the top of her
glasses. "Jack, you must keep your first impressions of people to
yourself. You're seldom correct."

He smiled weakly. "I know."

Before sailing out the door, she asked, "You
haven't written anything about me have you?"

"No," he answered. She arched a brow as if
she didn't believe him.

No, Trudy, he thought to himself as soon as
she was out of sight, you are not a senile, interfering, old
biddy.

 


****

 


Jack waited until the scurry of human life
drained from the aquarium, marking the day over. He took the scenic
route to the parking lot, and found himself mesmerized by the quiet
gurgle of the tanks. He walked through the Caribbean exhibit,
touching the cool glass and studying the coral dwellers that seemed
to eye him back with just as much curiosity.

It didn't matter which side of the glass you
were on, he realized, you always wondered about the other; the
place you couldn't go, the people you didn't understand, the
chances you weren't willing to take.

It was juvenile to jot crude anecdotes about
the people he came into contact with. It smacked of immaturity even
if it was an ego buffer, like a wetsuit to protect him from the
ocean's chill.

His heart yearned to make a phone call and
set it all straight, but Sara was probably too hot to listen. His
stomach cried out for nourishment, for something heavy, like a
steak.

She didn't serve that at Turtle Soup, thank
goodness, but it didn't stop him from driving past the store. The
lights were out and her white cardboard sign was flipped to CLOSED.
A passerby idled at the door, checking his watch. Jack hit the
button that dropped the car window. "You looking for somebody?"

The heavyset stranger walked right up to the
car. "What's that?"

"Are you looking for Sara?"

The man turned back and motioned with his
bearded chin toward the deli. "I thought they were open until
six."

"Usually are."

"You know this place?"

"I do."

The fellow took a piece of paper out of his
pocket and held it out for Jack to see. It was an area flyer with a
coupon for Turtle Soup.

"She might have taken off early."

"I'm Roy Dobbs. A friend suggested I try it
out for the paper. Do you know the owner?"

"We're acquainted," Jack said cautiously.
"What paper are you from?"

"The Constitution."

Jack balked. The biggest paper in Atlanta
wanted to review Turtle Soup? Why wasn't she open? A guilty noose
tightened around his neck. "I heard she got some bad news today.
That's why I was dropping by to check on her. You might want to
come back in a couple days. It's a great place." He grinned as if
it this was a well kept secret.

"I'll have to see. Thanks." The food critic
stuck his hand through the window. Jack fumbled for a card from the
Foundation and passed it over. "Nice meeting you."

"You, too, Mr. Brandon," Dobbs answered. He
waddled off importantly down the street making Jack see
adjectives.

 



Chapter Fifteen

 


 


The next day Sara opened the back door that
led to the alley's blue dumpsters lined like books on a backstreet
shelf. She almost tripped over the body slouched against the
wall.

"Polk?" She watched breathlessly to see if
the old man moved. He opened one eye and mumbled something she
didn't understand.

Sara didn't really know if his last name was
Polk. It was stamped on a tag sewn over the pocket of his tattered
green jacket. Someone at a shelter had probably given it to him one
cold winter, and he had never taken it off. It would reach the low
eighties today and he would be hot. She crouched beside him
breathing through her mouth so the power of his odor didn't show on
her face. "Are you okay?"

Polk sat up slowly as if he didn't know
where he was. He gave her a grin that would have been sheepish had
he any teeth.

"What are you doing here?" She tried to
sound playful but couldn't keep the pity out of her voice. "I
almost stepped on you." She stood up and picked up the trash bag.
"You hungry?"

He gave a quick nod as if this was a
no-brainer. She felt his eyes follow her to the dumpster while she
threw the bag away. Didn't he have anywhere else he could go? She
sighed.

"Come on," she motioned, as she went back
inside. He didn't follow but stayed at the back door like a puppy.
Once she went back to check on him to make sure he hadn't left.
When she returned with a takeout box full of day old bread and
cookies, his eyes flickered with life.

"Here." She handed it to him and put her
hands on her hips when he walked away without a word. "You need to
find somewhere safe to sleep at night," she scolded. "Do you want
some water?" He kept going, his gait delicate and wise.

Sara returned to the kitchen and punched
down the overnight dough. She hadn't slept well. Her mind had
revolved around Jack and his planner, the money shortage, and the
rent due.

She'd never been afraid to ask for help when
she really needed it, but there was no one left to ask. She'd made
a mistake choosing the location for Turtle Soup. Wanting to be a
part of revitalizing had been noble, but she didn't have the means.
She was trying too hard to save the world, she realized, and it
wasn't possible this way. The phone rang and she picked it up with
sticky hands.

"You made it to work."

"I'm here," she told her sister. "Worn out,
but I'm here."

"You want to talk about last night?"

"Not right now. Don't you have an
appointment?"

"Group therapy," Ellen answered. "I'm
worried about you. You've been pouting around for days."

"I'm fine." Sara hadn't told her about the
planner. She couldn't bear to admit Jack didn't like her as much as
she'd thought. "I'm just trying to figure out what I'm going to do
about this place."

"Give it another month."

"I don't think the bank will wait. I'm
already late. Besides, I'll never make enough in a few weeks to
catch up."

Ellen was quiet as if struggling for a
solution.

"You better stick to counseling
divorcees."

"You're my sister; I want to help you
out."

"Thanks, but you've done more than enough.
I've got to finish this on my own." As soon as she said it, she
pictured Polk alone, huddled on her back doorstep.

 


****

 


The next evening was another dive class.
Soon everyone would travel to a flooded rock quarry for
certification. Besides practicing the skills they'd already been
taught, there was going to be some crisis training.

Sara baked like a fiend all day, her sagging
hopes crushed by the unlucky head count of seven customers from
open to close. She wrapped all of the leftovers and stored the soup
in the freezer except for a container of jalapeño soup. She wanted
to cook a nice meal for Ellen and Carly to make up for all of the
strain she'd put on them.

It made a good excuse not to attend class.
She knew she needed the practice, but she couldn't bring herself to
go. Jack would come. She knew he would. Even if he didn't talk to
her, his presence would be a diversion she didn't need. She lacked
confidence, she knew, to pass off all of the requirements. Knowing
he would be watching made it worse. A steamy rain poured over the
pollen-smeared roads. It seemed to drum out a decision for her.

Carly tossed a salad and Sara made twice
baked potatoes then broiled some chicken. The storm moved in full
force, driving at the windows and sucking power from the lights so
that they flickered. They huddled around the table slurping sour
cream from their spuds.

"How come you didn't go to class tonight?"
Carly, ever the curious, dove right in to her private life.

"I've got too much on my mind." Across the
table, Ellen studied her but said nothing.

"Will they let you go on the trip?"

"I've got to pass the written first."

"There's a written?" Carly made a face.

"It's just a multiple choice, from the
manual. You've got to have a basic understanding of the principles
before they let you take off with an air tank."

"When is it?"

Sara shifted uncomfortably in her chair. "A
couple weeks."

"I thought you were practicing for the
certification dive tonight," Ellen interrupted.

"We are. We're going to run through all of
the skills on the bottom just like they will when we go on the
certification dive."

"Are there any fish in the quarry?" Carly
asked.

Sara nodded. "Bass and catfish."

"That'd be weird."

"At least it's something I'm familiar
with."

Carly shivered. I don't know if I could
handle getting in the water with sharks."

"I'm not sure if I could ever handle it
either, but when I'm at the beach or even at the aquarium, I get a
feeling like I'm missing out on something right at my feet and I
just have to get in the door."

"It's awe," Ellen said quietly. "I was
really nervous the first salt water dive I did, then they couldn't
get me out." She winked at Sara from across the table. "Think of
all the fun we'll have now when we go to Florida. We can dive
together."

"What about me?" Carly pouted. "I don't know
why you won't let me do it."

"You need to be older," her mother
insisted.

"Why? Sara's scared out of her mind and
she's doing it."

"I'm not afraid of breathing underwater."
Sara pushed her parents out of her mind, knowing Carly didn't mean
to hurt her. "There's a lot more to it."

"I wouldn't be afraid either," her niece
insisted.

"I don't know if I'm even going to go
through with it," she confessed. "I don't know why I took the
class. It's something I've dreamed of doing but never thought I'd
actually try."

Suddenly her true feelings tumbled out. "I'm
scared to death of having my mask bumped off and not being able to
get it back on. I'm worried about getting tangled up in lines and
not being able to get loose. Sometimes I have trouble with
buoyancy. If I can't find the emergency release on my vest, I could
shoot up to the surface and die."

"Depends how deep you are," Ellen mumbled.
She chewed nonchalantly on a piece of meat. "That's what the class
is for. Those are all rare possibilities. As long as you practice
and know what to do in situations like that, it ends well."

"You probably have a higher chance of being
in a car accident," Carly added. "Besides, you can't stay holed up
in a kitchen forever."

"I don't hole up in the kitchen," said
Sara.

"Yes you do. You opened Turtle Soup, and
that was good, but what's a dream worth if you haven't conquered
all your fears?"

Sara didn't have an answer.

 


****

 


After she'd fed them, Sara disappeared,
letting them clean up. She sat in her room, flipping through an old
address book as she pondered Polk and the solution he'd inspired.
There were several people in her e-mail bookmarks. If the same
assistant manager still worked at the supply warehouse she used,
she might be able to hit him up for some quarterly donations.

She dialed her old boss first. The woman,
all class and sophistication, was happy to hear from her and
wondered if she was interested in a new job, but stopped
patronizing Sara immediately when she spilled out her idea. When
Sara hung up, she sat quietly for a few moments soaking up the
promise of success. Her old catering company was in; if everyone
was cooperative, it might come together.

She braced herself for a denial, and called
the first restaurant on her list. It was an Italian eatery just a
few hundred yards from Turtle Soup. The owner, Joan Cavetti was
surprised to hear from her.

"I'm sorry your place isn't doing well."

"Too much competition," Sara teased. "What I
called about is the changes I'm going to make to Turtle Soup. You
know the homeless fellow that sleeps in the alley sometimes?"

"Oh, yes. We know him. He likes to fish
through our dumpster."

"Mine, too," Sara said quickly. She went on
to explain her circumstances and what she hoped could be done, not
only to save her place, but to watch out for the people on the
streets that wandered around their section of the city.

"I don't know," Joan said carefully. "We're
trying to revitalize the area and bring in more businesses. Good
company, you know," she hinted.

"It doesn't matter what kind of businesses
come into the area," Sara argued. "These people have nowhere else
to go. The better company you and I can keep, the more there'll be
to offer."

"I'm not sure my customers would be
comfortable with people pandering up and down the street."

"They already do. And if we can make Turtle
Soup a place for them to get some food, they won't have to."

"I'll think about it," the woman
promised.

Sara put a question mark beside her name and
dialed the next number. She worked the phone, jotting notes and
outlining plans. Her glance occasionally fell on the dive manual
beside her bed. She still had the written test to worry about
before she even considered diving a forty foot deep quarry. The new
hope she had for Turtle Soup seemed to brace her against the
subconscious fears. Carly was right. If she did not go after the
things she both dreamed and feared, she wasn't really living after
all.

 



Chapter Sixteen

 


 


Jack ordered takeout. Although the pasta
melted in his mouth and the veal made his toes curl, he felt like a
traitor. It wasn't fair. He couldn't eat at Turtle Soup seven days
a week. Fast food made him feel ill, so eating something at his own
place was the only solution. He made a mental note to check into
cooking lessons.

Maybe he suffocated Sara showing up at her
store several times a week. All of the excuses he made to be around
her were just that, excuses. Did she have any inkling of how much
he craved her? The clock finally hit seven and he locked his office
door and made a beeline for the pool.

James Byron met him in the hall. The older
man caught him by the arm, one hand swinging an open soda. "Jack!
My favorite biologist. How's business?"

"Great. What can I do for you?"

Byron took a swig and smacked his tongue.
"What can you do for me? What can I do for you?"

Jack stared, wondering if the man was mixing
his drinks.

"I've got some news. We're meeting Friday to
vote on arrangements for the new exhibit space. You still want
in?"

"Absolutely."

"We're asking some of the department heads
to come in and pitch us their proposals."

"I guess that means me." Jack gave him a
winning smile.

"I'm looking forward to seeing what you got
up your sleeve."

Jack pumped his hand and left Byron standing
beside the elevator grinning like an intoxicated Santa Claus.

On the way to Guffin's classroom, he
considered Jessica's influence. Obviously she hadn't gotten to
Byron yet. If anyone was going to throw a wrench in his program, it
would be her. He hadn't heard from her since she'd caught him
liplocked with Sara, and he was glad. If she was waiting for him to
call, she was wasting her time. It was a bad idea to start with,
and he'd never intended for it to go further than a professional
friendship. She'd had other ideas, but he'd allowed it, and that
made it more his fault than anyone else's.

He thought about Sara's genuineness. He
couldn't blame her for being angry, but to shut him out completely
was unfair. She was so willing to give everyone else in the world a
chance, why not him? He caught his reflection in the glass door
that led to the pool. He wanted a chance, he realized. He truly
did.

People stood about the deck, checking air
tanks and attaching their tanks to their BC's. There was no golden
ponytail to be seen so he took the stairs. She wasn't in there
either, but Guffin was.

"You need some help tonight?"

Guffin looked up from a clipboard. "You
already changed?"

"I figured you'd say yes." Jack glanced down
at his shorty.

"Go pick out a half dozen and get warmed up.
We need to go through the skills, one at a time on the shelf."

"You don't want them on the bottom?"

"I'll take the whole class down as a group
and do a final run before we teach emergency ascents."

Jack peeked through the blinds to see if
Sara had arrived. "I got dibs on Sara when she comes in."

Guffin laughed. "Is that why you're here?
Take your pick, but I can't wait on her, we need to get
started."

Jack ran his group through removing and
replacing their regulator and vests, and flooding their masks and
draining the water. He dawdled on the shelf, occasionally popping
up to see if she'd come in late but gave up after a half hour. They
did the last skill check, taking their masks completely off and
replacing them with no major problems. He was comfortable taking
them to the bottom of the pool.

Emergency ascents came last. Guffin had
everyone get out of the water and gave the lecture. His voice
echoed off the rafters with information Jack knew like the beating
of his own heart. The entire routine was ingrained into his cells.
He had done it in practice hundreds of times. He had done it in
real life twice: Once when he'd cut his hand with a trio of gray
reef sharks nearby, and the day Holly had died.

He'd been twenty feet under in the first
instance, almost ninety on the other. He'd almost killed himself
trying to save her. She hadn't made it. She'd raced too fast toward
the surface. His mind tried to flash back and he mentally threw up
a wall to keep from reminiscing.

Guffin called for Jack to take his group
down and run through emergency ascents. Jack left all but one of
the students on the surface, preferring to work with them one at a
time, one on one. Normally the class all went down together. They'd
partner up, doing an ascent while sharing air, and then repeat the
skill individually. It was easy to pass out, even in fifteen feet
of water, and crucial for them to exhale in a continuous
stream.

Everyone managed without any problems but
Jack took them back down for a safety stop. He didn't want anyone
"bent" or going home to develop problems later in the night. His
students were the last ones out of the pool, and he left them to
shower and put their own equipment away. Guffin was watching from
upstairs, and Jack knew his older friend was thinking about Holly
and wondering if Jack would ever get over what had happened to
her.

Conner had scheduled them both to be in
Nassau by the weekend. The thought of returning to his boat almost
brought Jack to tears. He was not cut out for oxfords and loafers.
Somehow he'd farmed out a clutch of interns to do his work and he'd
ended up the land lubber.

It was time to go home and that meant
leaving Sara behind. She hadn't shown up. She wasn't the strongest
diver, and probably not ready for certification. To miss one of the
final classes before the certification dive, especially one where
emergencies were covered, was irresponsible.

 


****

 


Friday he called Conner on his way to work.
He wanted to spill everything; how he'd blown it with Sara and how
she hadn't spoken to him for days. Instead they discussed the board
meeting Byron had scheduled that afternoon and the opportunity to
move the exhibit.

Conner finally got around to her on his own.
"How did things work out for Sara?"

"She didn't show up for class."

"How many are left?"

"One as far as I know."

"You going with them to the quarry?"

"I won't be here."

"Good, because we need you."

"I'd rather tag jellyfish than hang around
here anymore."

"I thought you two would hook up."

"She's too good for me."

"Could have told you that. Why don't you ask
her to come down?"

"Sara?" Jack shook his head automatically.
"We're barely speaking. After I meet with the board, I'm catching
the first flight out of town."

When he got to the office he had Trudy book
him a plane for the next morning. He fiddled around unable to get
Sara out of his thoughts. Trudy watched him with concern, and tried
to field his calls. She asked about Sara as if reading his mind but
he changed the subject. There wasn't anything he could do except
talk to Guffin. He went to see him as the afternoon waned. The old
salt was filling air tanks for the next class.

"You need to make your students do that."
Jack grabbed a plastic chair and took a seat beside the pool.

Guffin grunted as he got up off his knees.
"They'd blow them up," he growled. He picked up another empty one.
Jack dove in.

"I need you to do me a big favor."

"Not surprised."

"I need you to watch out for Sara. I'm
worried about her."

"I'm the instructor. That's my job."

"Do you think she's ready?" Jack leaned
forward. "She's missed class and I've watched her close enough to
feel uneasy."

"It's just nerves."

"I'm not comfortable sending her into a
quarry to certify when she can't pull it off in here."

Guffin let go of the tank and took a stand.
"It's not your call, Jack. It's mine."

Jack expected this. He didn't blame him for
balking at the interference. He would have done the same thing.
"You know her parents drowned," he said carefully.

"No, I didn't, but that doesn't mean she
can't certify."

"I know that. I'm just worried she might
panic. She's told me herself she doesn't know if she can do
it."

"That's between me and her," Guffin said
firmly as he tightened a valve. Jack waited for him to look up, to
see how serious he felt. He met Jack's eyes with his seasoned ones.
"I'll be right beside her."

After shaking hands, Jack went to the
lockers. He wasn't going to change, but he wanted to clean up
before the meeting. His no-tie rule suddenly seemed conceited and
he wondered if he had a spare in a drawer. Trudy would know but
she'd already left for the day. A faint smell of something flowery,
her lingering maternal scent, permeated her work area. He found a
file with a yellow tag on his own desk. She'd run copies of his
presentation, scanned sketches for the new exhibit area, and jotted
down detailed instructions on where to start the power point
program. For her age, she was a technological wonder.

The phone buzzed outside the room and he
hurried to pick up the receiver from her desk. A grizzled throat
cleared and a man asked, "Is Jack Brandon there?"

"Speaking."

"Mr. Brandon, this is Roy Dobbs."

Jack's mind raced to make a connection.

"We met outside Turtle Soup."

"Mr. Dobb's," Jacks said quickly, "Of
course."

"I was on my way out and thought I'd try
stopping by again."

"I recommend it."

"Would you like to meet me there? I'm a big
fan of your work. And my granddaughter is, too. We go to the
aquarium frequently."

Jack gave a flattered chuckle. "That's what
it's all about."

"I enjoy those I-Max films myself."

Jack glanced at the wall clock. He had
fifteen minutes before the meeting started. "Is there any way we
can meet in a couple hours?"

"Actually, no. I'm afraid I have a piece to
do for the ten o'clock news."

Jack tried to think.

"It's okay," Dobbs said as if embarrassed.
"I know you have a busy schedule. I was trying to fit it in before
I took off."

Still calculating, Jack asked, "Where you
heading?"

"Canada."

"A little cool there."

"It's not the Caribbean. I didn't mean to
take up your afternoon, we can get together another time."

"No, it's fine," Jack said. It would be
Sara's only chance to hit the papers. "I can make it to Turtle Soup
in a half hour. I'll introduce you to the owner."

They said goodbye and Jack hit the
off button so Dobbs wouldn't hear him groan. The clock
ticked down like a time bomb. Eleven minutes. He needed to head
upstairs right away.

Jessica met him outside the door to the
conference room. She had on a short suit and high heels, her hair
in a loose bun. "Nice tie," she said coolly before walking in.

Jack put a hand to his neck and realized
he'd forgotten it. His collar was buttoned all the way up. He
fumbled to undo it. If they started on time and he made an early
escape, he could still make it to Turtle Soup.

He peeked around the corner. Only Jessica
and two other chairmen were loitering in the room. A secretary
scurried to set out coffee before they asked for it. Jack checked
his watch. He'd be lucky if he took the floor in a half hour.

"Excuse me." He strode into the room and
stuck his hand out to one of the chairmen.

"How long before we get started?"

"When we're ready," Jessica interrupted with
a sneer. "You can take a seat outside and we'll let you know when
we're ready to hear from you."

Their eyes clashed and Jack saw a reflection
in them of himself that he didn't like. He suddenly realized what
he needed to do. He walked. He knew as soon as he turned the corner
he could wave goodbye to moving the Foundation's exhibit, but it
didn't seem to matter. Not one turtle in the sea would suffer more
or less if Jack Brandon's research was conducted in a small cranny
of the world's largest aquarium or at the front door. He was lucky
to be there and grateful. It was enough. It had to be. Checking his
watch, he hurried down to the parking lot.

 


****

 


Dobbs was pacing back and forth in front of
Turtle Soup just as he had been the first time Jack saw him.
Swerving alongside the curb, Jack hopped out with his hand
extended. "Dobbs."

"Mr. Brandon."

"Call me Jack."

Dobbs nodded and stepped aside so Jack could
lead the way. He realized he should have called first. There was no
telling how Sara would react. They hadn't laid eyes on each other
since she'd clobbered him with his planner.

She was lying on her stomach across the
counter with a bottle of glass cleaner in one hand and a towel in
the other. Tossing her braid back over her head, she swung up. Her
arms automatically crossed over her chest in defense when she saw
it was him.

"It smells delicious in here," Dobbs
offered. Jack made a motion toward the critic and gave Sara a
meaningful look. "This is Roy Dobbs, a friend of mine." Dobbs
nodded at Sara then turned quickly to the menu.

"Nice to meet you," Sara said brusquely. She
put her cleaning supplies away.

"Dobbs writes for the Constitution."

"That so?"

"I'm the food critic," Dobb's filled in.

Sara did an about face, glancing
suspiciously at Jack. "What can I do for you, Mr. Dobbs?"

Dobbs went down the menu with a finger on
his lip. He looked like a man who loved to eat. Jack pointed at the
kettles. "You have to try the soup."

"It's a little warm for soup."

"I have a cold tomato," Sara offered. She
pulled some greens out of a cooler. "We also have some fruit salad
today."

Dobbs leaned over the counter and studied
the fruit salad. "That looks like the Cherry Whip my mother used to
make."

"It probably is," Sara said.

"With pineapple?"

"Fresh."

"I'll take some fruit salad and a club
sandwich on one of those seven grain rolls."

Sara got busy and Dobbs took the opportunity
to study the decor. "You have an affinity for the sea?"

Jack watched her smile.

"I'm just partial to blue water and long
stretches of sand."

"Aren't we all?" Dobbs noticed the jug of
coins sitting at the end of the cookie display. He took a sample of
Mexican wedding cookie and munched while reading the plea taped to
the side. "You're closing up?"

"Next week."

Jack couldn't believe his ears. His feet
felt leaden as he made his way over to read the sign. He knew
things were bad, but he hadn't realized she was giving up. Sara
glanced up over her work and Jack saw her cheeks turn pink.

He couldn't stop himself. "I thought you
were a fighter."

"I know when to call it quits."

"What do you mean by that?"

Sara rolled her eyes. He wanted to offer her
money but not in front of Dobbs. The critic seemed to be enjoying
the drama.

Sara pushed Dobbs' order across the counter.
"On the house," she smiled.

"No, my dear," the critic insisted. He took
out a wad of cash and told her to keep the change. After he took
his food to a nearby table, Jack picked up a cookie sample and
moved toward the register.

Sara looked back defiantly. "This is
over."

"Don't panic," Jack insisted. Anger welled
up inside.

"This isn't dive class, and I'm not
panicking."

"After everything you've invested, you're
going to walk away?"

"I'm taking a different road."

"A soup kitchen?" Jack asked incredulously.
"Are you even zoned for that?"

Sara held her hand up to stop him from
saying anything more. "It's taken care of. And it's not just a soup
kitchen, there's an option to pay, too."

"Nobody's going to pay for anything they can
get for free."

"Maybe in your world."

"Do you really think people will come in
here if you're handing out food to vagrants?"

Sara smacked her hand down on the counter
causing Dobbs to look up from across the room. "If people think
they're too good to come in here then they can go somewhere
else."

Jack thought about the meeting he'd just
ditched. "I can't believe you're going to sell out on your lifelong
dream."

"You don't know what my lifelong dream
is."

"I don't care," he whispered back.

"Obviously."

"Quitter."

Sara reared back. "Get out of here."

"I can't believe I went to the trouble of
bringing him in." Jack glanced toward Dobbs.

"A thousand thanks. You want a trophy?"

Jack tossed the cookie onto the counter.
"Don't bother, it wouldn't be worth the trouble."

"Make sure you write that in your book,"
Sara snapped.

He hurried over and took a chair beside
Dobbs.

"Everything alright?" Dobbs asked.

"Wonderful. I have to take off though."

"It was nice to see you again," Dobbs
pointed a spoon at his cherries, "and well worth the trip."

"Glad you like it." Jack took two passes out
of his wallet and laid them on the table. "Come see us when you get
back in town."

They shook hands and Jack left, not
bothering to look back when he felt Sara's eyes. It should have
been her arms wrapped around him, thanking him for bringing Dobbs
in. She wouldn't give him a chance to help her, and it infuriated
him.

He fumed. From his townhouse to the airport,
and the entire plane ride to St. Thomas, he raged until his guts
hurt. She'd thrown the towel in instead of holding out for help to
arrive. All the time he'd spent in Turtle Soup, all the private
moments he'd invested in her, had yielded him nothing but ulcers.
She was finished. She'd said so herself.

 



Chapter Seventeen

 


 


Carly followed her around the house until it
was time to leave. "Please let me go this time. I want to
watch."

"I can't have the distraction." Sara did a
slow spin in the mirror to see how she looked in Ellen's swimsuit.
She was tempted to go with a skirted bottom.

"I won't get in the way," Carly insisted.
She threw herself on the bed dramatically. "How am I ever going to
learn anything?"

"I take you with me everywhere. You could
manage your own business by now."

The flattery softened the disappointment
somewhat, but Carly kept wheedling. "I could sit beside the pool
and watch. I don't want to get in."

"Right." Sara slipped her clothes back on
over the swimsuit and picked up her dive bag.

"Not this time, okay? I need to
concentrate." She watched her niece pout from the window while she
backed out.

That night, the dive class would take their
written tests. They were also going to run through their skills one
last time. Sara's stomach fluttered. If she took her time and paid
close attention there wasn't any reason she should have any
problems, as long as Jack didn't show up.

When she got to class, Guffin was passing
out pencils. He gave her a reassuring pat on the back. "You
ready?"

"For this, yes." She pointed at the
desk.

"That doesn't sound confident."

"I can do it," she said with false
bravado.

"That's more like it."

The written part of the test only took a few
minutes. Fortunately it was multiple choice. She had spent so much
time worrying about dive skills she hadn't studied the handbook
very closely. One of Guffin's assistants gave her the okay after
checking her paper. "You passed, go suit up." Sara smiled meekly.
She hurried down to pull on her wetsuit.

The cool water passed through her wetsuit,
warmed, and passed back out. Sara made her way to the bottom,
squeezing her nose every few moments to take the pressure off her
ears. Jack hadn't shown up after all. She told herself to relax and
focus on the task at hand.

When the class had congregated into a
semi-circle around their instructor at the pool's bottom, they
began. First they removed their regulators, then retrieved them and
returned them to their mouths. Next they removed their BC's then
put them back on. Sara was careful to hang on tight, her mind
mentally ticking off the steps one by one. The moment came to leak
water into their masks and blow from their noses to push it back
out the mask seams.

On her turn, she cracked the upper seal of
her mask and it flooded; a shock of wet against her dry eyelids.
Her teeth sank into the mouthpiece and she forced herself to
breathe, slow, steady, automatic. She exhaled through her nose and
the water cleared, leaving traces of salt in her nose, a wetness
she had to sniff and swallow.

Guffin gave her the okay signal and swam
over to the center and they began again. He made the signal to take
the masks completely off their heads, then put them back on and
clear the water once more. Her stomach began to quiver, her thighs
to tremble. It was easier to do it in three feet of water with the
surface only inches over her head.

The first diver removed his mask completely.
Sara watched in fascination. It looked simple when someone else did
it. The student replaced the mask and cleared it with no problem.
She looked up. The top of the pool seemed miles away, a passage to
freedom. She felt a nudge. The diver beside her had elbowed her.
The rest of the class was waiting.

Her hands moved mechanically to her face and
she slowly lifted the mask off her head. It was all she could do.
Try as she might she could not make herself put the mask back on,
much less clear it. Thoughts of water shooting up into her sinus
cavity and around in her brain assaulted her.

Suddenly, she couldn't breathe, even through
the regulator. If she did, it would be through her nose. Is this
what it had been like for her mother, fighting the primitive urge
to gasp? Sara felt arms on her and opened her eyes.

Through the blur and sting of salt water,
Guffin was on his knees. He gave the signal to breathe, his gaze
penetrating. It was all she could do not to swim for the surface.
Her heart began to throb loudly in her ears. Her chest ached.
Suddenly Sara's fins pushed off without her telling them to, her
body heading instinctively upward. She felt pressure on one of her
legs as if someone was pulling her down and she thrashed to get
away. She had to reach the surface. She had to breathe.

Sara broke the surface with a loud splash
and the room around her spun so wildly the edges of her vision went
black. She lost control of her neck, her head lolling over in a
near faint. Someone's arms wrapped around her in a tight grip.
Guffin towed her to the side of the pool. "Girlie," she thought she
heard him mutter, hard and angry. She felt terrible she had let him
down, but relieved, and free. He pulled her mask off and studied
her face. "I've taught you better than that!"

Sara tried to find her voice to apologize
but couldn't speak.

"Are you okay?"

She nodded weakly.

"You don't panic!"

"I had to breathe."

"You were breathing!" Guffin found her
mouthpiece and waved it wildly in the air. "That's what this
thing's for. You had it in your mouth the whole time! The old man
swore and rolled her up over the pool's ledge. "Breathe! Breathe!
Breathe!" His words echoed around the room. "Get up there and rest.
You're going back down after I bring the rest of the class up."

"No."

"We need to go down for a safety stop. If
you don't, you'll be up all night hurting."

"It's only fifteen feet."

"You can still get bent at fifteen. It may
be mild but it still hurts like hell, trust me."

Sara, too weak to argue, shut her eyes and
waited for Guffin to sink once more beneath the water. After the
rest of the class surfaced, a few people swam over to check on her.
Sprawled out like an exhausted minnow, she insisted she was fine
but didn't move. As they began to change out of their suits and
rinse their equipment, Guffin ordered her back into the pool.

The water did not appeal to her anymore.
Drifting down and then up slowly with a five minute pause
in-between, Sara forced herself to concentrate on the task at hand.
There was no way she would be able to certify. She couldn't keep
the thoughts of her parents from assaulting her.

The failure weighed on her aching shoulders.
Ellen had wanted to share this interest with her. And Jack—he'd
expected her to come through with flying colors. He seemed so angry
she was closing up Turtle Soup. This would only fuel his
disgust.

Guffin gave her the thumbs up and together
they rose to the surface. She swam over to the side and began to
remove her equipment in the water. "That's better," Guffin said
from behind her, his voice brusque.

"I guess I'm not going to the rock
quarry."

"You're welcome to try."

Sara gave Guffin a look of doubt. "You can't
be serious."

"You can do this. You just have to want
to."

"I do want to. I just can't handle clearing
the mask."

"If you can't handle losing your mask in the
water, you don't need to dive. You're welcome to come in and get
some extra practice, but stay on the shelf."

"Maybe I should have hit Jack up for extra
lessons."

Guffin looked sideways at her. "He told me
about your parents."

"He did?" Sara wondered what else he had
told him.

"We don't all get opportunities to face our
deepest fears."

"It's not a fear," Sara said quickly. "I
just have a hard time not thinking about it."

"Then do think about it." Guffin
pulled his mask off and placed it carefully on the ledge. "Quit
trying not to. Sooner or later, you'll come to a point where
you won't have to anymore."

"It won't be that easy for me."

"It's not easy for any of us."

Sara studied the deep lines in his face.

"Most divers, those who have done this for a
long time, all know people who have had accidents."

"People die. I get that."

"It's taken Jack a long time." Guffin had
taken off his tank. He reached down beneath the water for a fin.
"Holly and Jack were exactly alike. Opposites may attract but those
two defied the odds."

"Holly?"

"His fiancée."

Sara mentally floundered. She didn't know
Jack had been engaged. She waited for him to go on.

"I was there the day she died." Guffin
caught her eye and made a sad face. "It can happen so fast, no
matter how much experience you have."

"I don't know the details," Sara carefully
said. She wanted to beg him to tell her everything.

"A beginner's mistake, Sara, and she was a
pro. That's why we have the buddy system." Sara nodded as if she
knew all about it.

"They weren't speaking, when she got back
from Australia. She just wasn't in a hurry to settle down." Guffin
coughed as if the memory was stuck in his throat. "She went ninety
feet down on a low tank of air and took off. I don't know for sure
if one of us could have reached her in time, but she tried an
emergency ascent instead of waiting to find out."

"From ninety feet down?"

"Too deep. Too fast. By the time we got up,
they'd already pulled her onto the platform. There was blood,"
Guffin's voice dropped. "We couldn't resuscitate her."

Sara swallowed. She pictured Jack
desperately trying to save something he loved. "I can't imagine
going through that."

"It was more terrible for us than for
her."

"That explains a lot about Jack. He must
have felt responsible."

"We all did, but him especially. He carries
the weight of the world."

"But it was an accident."

"A preventable one. The hardest part for him
was dealing with not being able to say goodbye."

"Guffin," Sara asked carefully, "what
happened in Australia?"

He blinked and looked as if he suddenly felt
like a gossip. "You know how it is," he said. "Things don't feel
right, you need space to think it over."

"She broke it off?"

"Jack thought he'd wait it out and she'd
change her mind."

"Maybe they were too much alike."

Guffin made a motion to help her out of the
pool. "Bow to stern."

 


****

 


Sara wrapped her mind around Guffin's story
and took it home with her to bed. She couldn't imagine what it
would have been like to be with her parents the day they died. It
was no fault of their own, just an accident, but hundreds of times
she had tortured herself with the what-if's; if her father had kept
a tool under the seat for breaking glass, if the car hadn't had
automatic windows, if he had been paying more attention, if the
construction workers had put up a better barricade...but that was
shifting blame when there wasn't any.

Her parents wanted her to be successful and
enjoy life. Just because they couldn't be there with her wasn't a
reason to do that. A tear worked its way out of the corner of her
eye and melted into the pillow. They wouldn't want her to be afraid
of water, or afraid to live.

Sara sighed and rolled onto her back. Her
heart told her it was right for Turtle Soup to become a soup
kitchen. It was a noble cause. She didn't need to be a celebrated
chef to feel complete. What completed her was love. She'd always
been loved and this way she could give it back.

Jack and his insecurities made so much sense
now. If Jessica was the kind of woman he always found himself with,
it was no wonder he had a cynical view of the world. It couldn't be
easy selling yourself to fund a cause you believed in; or feeling
like you had to.

The Brandon Foundation had made incredible
progress in educating the world. The plight of sea turtles and
coral reefs were on the top of environmental concerns. Maybe Jack
was so involved with causes and fundraising he'd forgotten there
were people who cared about each other, not just themselves.

The temptation to pick up the phone settled
in her mind. She should call and apologize for not confiding about
Turtle Soup. She hadn't wanted to admit the store wasn't going to
make it. She couldn't bear failure in his eyes. A man like him
would never have given up, not if he had to sell doughnuts on the
sidewalk.

That thought left a smile on her face in the
dark. She did need his help after all, she realized, but not with
the deli. There was something about having him beside her in the
water that made her feel brave.

When sunlight shot golden arrows through the
window's blinds at dawn, Sara dragged herself out of bed and into
the shower. After she put in a few hours at the deli, she would
close up early and go see Jack. It was time they settled things
once and for all.

Only three customers came in before lunch,
so after the noon whistle she began shutting down. She left out a
bag of cookies and a sandwich for Polk and put a flyer in the
window announcing future changes. Ellen called and she told her
she'd be home early so there'd be no reason for Carly to drop
by.

It was late in the afternoon before a woman
in the aquarium ticket window picked up the phone in annoyance and
made the call. Sara shuffled her feet and stood aside for the next
family in line. After several long minutes, the lady stuck her head
out.

"He's not in," she said.

Sara blinked. "Is he sick?"

The attendant shook her head. "Out of town,"
she mumbled then turned to help the next customer. Sara pressed
forward. "Are you sure?" The lady pressed her lips together and
avoided eye contact.

Sara pulled her phone from her purse. If she
called the office she could talk to Trudy and she'd be honest with
her. Trudy picked up immediately.

"Is Jack in? This is Sara Hart."

"Hello, Sara Hart." Trudy's southern honey
made her feel as warm as ever. "Jack left town. He's gone
home."

"Home?" For a moment, Sara struggled to
accept that home for Jack was another place far away.

"He's been out of sorts all week. Missing
the meeting last Friday was the last straw."

"Meeting?"

"He had a proposal," Trudy explained. "We
were going to move our exhibit to the new space."

"That's right." Sara remembered Conner
telling her about it. "Why did he miss it?"

"I guess something more important came up,
though I can't imagine what. He decided to leave early."

The information stung. He had met Mr. Dobb's
and brought him over to Turtle Soup. "I hope it wasn't because of
me."

"He's been homesick, sweetheart. We're
worried about him."

Guilt pinched Sara in the chest. "Maybe home
is what he needed."

"Going home doesn't always make things
better, especially if there's no one there waiting for you."

"He has friends there."

"Employees, but no family. His parents are
gone."

"What about aunts and uncles?" Sara
insisted.

"That's true," Trudy conceded, "but no one
to really watch over him to make sure he eats."

A dead silence fell between them as Sara
pondered Trudy's reflections. She seemed to be hinting at something
impossible. "Sara," she declared at last, "he needs you."

 


****

 


"What are you going to do with your two
weeks off?" Ellen spooned salsa over her scrambled eggs and waited
for Sara to offer up something reasonable.

"I'm not sure. I have the strangest
temptation to take a Caribbean holiday."

"Really?" Ellen widened her eyes over her
mug. "What about the certification dive?"

Sara shook her head. "It's no good. I'm not
ready, Ellen. Just a little more practice, some experience, and
then I know I can."

"Would you like some help?"

"Yes, that's why I'm thinking about heading
to the islands."

"To Jack?"

Sara had told Ellen and Carly everything the
night before about the kiss, the planner, and Roy Dobbs. Then the
tears had followed in a deluge. She felt like her heart would
explode if she didn't see him again. To think that he had taken off
without a word crushed her.

"He's the only thing that makes me feel safe
under the water. I won't be afraid with him beside me."

"I'm sure he'd be flattered."

"Not if I don't tell him."

"Did you try his cell?"

"Not yet. He didn't call me back last night
and he hasn't called this morning. I don't want to bug him."

"I'm proud of you," her sister smiled. "You
haven't just forgiven him, you're taking the initiative."

Sara rolled her eyes. "I can't stand the
thought that he's angry with me. And I know he'd help if I asked
him to."

"So you're going to skip down to the islands
and have a little talk?"

"Something like that. The deli's closed for
now."

Carly plopped down in a chair. Ellen mulled
a few minutes more before saying, "I think you're in love."

"Me?" Carly looked at her mother then back
at her aunt. "Or her?" She pointed to Sara, whose face went red.
There was no denying anymore.

"Your aunt is going to chase Jack Brandon to
the Caribbean."

"I want to go!" Carly's excitement was
uncontainable. She began to bounce up and down in the chair.

"You really shouldn't go alone," Ellen
admonished, "and I could help you pay for it."

"Is that why you got quiet? I thought you
were going to try to talk me out of it."

Ellen looked past her out the window into a
void of memory no one else was privy to. "He gave up promoting his
work to help you with yours."

"And it didn't end well."

"Maybe you should have been more open with
him."

"I didn't want him to feel sorry for
me."

"You're a prideful thing, Sara."

"There were things he could have told me,
too. I told him about mom and dad. He could have mentioned he'd
lost the love of his life the same way."

"Who said she was the love of his life?"

Sara held her palms out. "He loved her."

"It must have been terrible." Ellen got up
to take her dishes to the sink. "I'm not surprised he was hurt you
didn't want his help."

"He wasn't hurt, he was furious."

"I would think by now you would have him
figured out."

Sara almost asked what she meant but instead
nodded slowly as the truth dawned on her. "You're right. For a man
like him, it's one and the same."

Carly shoved an entire slice of bacon into
her mouth before she interjected, "He probably has a new name for
you in his little book." She looked slyly across the table. "We
better head down there and find out what."

 



Chapter Eighteen

 


 


Home was a welcome sight. Gone were the
skyscraping towers, the smog, the insane hurry of people living too
fast. Within hours, Jack had dropped his bags off at the house and
headed to the marina. Conner and Scott were waiting for him aboard
Calliope. He jumped over the bow and threw himself at
Conner, thumping him on the back with his fist.

"What took you so long?"

"I'm here and ready. Let's get out of here."
While Scott pulled the satellite printouts for him, Jack and Conner
went to the wheel.

"Didn't think you'd make it until
tomorrow."

"I pulled out early."

"You going to tell me how it went?"

"The meeting?"

"Yes, the meeting. We in, or not?"

Jack wiped an invisible smudge on the glass.
"I didn't make it."

"It doesn't matter, right? We already
decided that. We have a good space. It's not a big deal."

"It was a big deal." Jack's careless tone
underhanded his protest. "We might have gotten it, but I doubt it.
Jessica's on the warpath since I broke it off."

"Too bad you couldn't put that off a couple
weeks."

"It wouldn't have mattered. I didn't make
the meeting is what I meant."

"You didn't go?"

"Something came up."

"What, the plague?"

"Sara."

"She okay?"

"She's closing Turtle Soup."

Disappointment washed over Conner's face.
"Why?"

"She's not quitting exactly," Jack
explained, "but she's giving it up. She couldn't turn a profit so
they're shutting her down."

"What's she going to do?"

"Turn it into some kind of soup
kitchen."

"Maybe we can help her out."

Jack blew out a disgusted noise. "Serve
cookies to the homeless?"

"Why not, at least we might get fed. You
seen what's in the galley?"

"I don't want to know."

"If I have to open another can of sardines
I'm going to shrivel up and die."

"Start shriveling, all I brought was
crackers."

Calliope's crew took her out to
Turtle Cove where she billowed prettily on the water. The calm
current was just what they needed to explore the reef and survey
the inhabitants. Sebastian was nowhere to be seen; his radio signal
had not picked up. Jack came across a young leatherback and snapped
a shot of him scurrying away.

Despite the ominous sweep of death reported
across the Caribbean, their reefs were holding strong. Many others
were dying, turning skeletal white as sea temperatures climbed.
Turtle Cove was still healthy. It gave Jack hope, something he
hadn't had in a long time.

They dried off in the sun and Scott beached
himself on the deck like a young seal. "You better get in shape,
college boy, if you want to keep up with the pros."

"You mean the old men?"

Jack pointed at him. "You just wait." He
rummaged through the galley for something to eat and turned up some
expired peaches. Conner made a face. "Food poisoning."

"Good," Jack mumbled, "send my remains to
Georgia."

"She got to you."

Jack squinted. Was he so transparent? "I
tried."

"You tried what?"

"I left the meeting early to take a food
critic from the Constitution to see her."

"You skipped out?"

"She hadn't told me she was throwing the
towel in."

Conner eyed Jack hesitatingly as if unsure
of the wisdom of his choice. "I guess you had to follow your gut on
that one."

"I would have helped her out if she would
have asked."

"With money?" Conner shook his head. "You
don't know her well enough to be handing out money."

"I know her."

"She's not the type to take a handout."

Jack dropped his spoon into the bottom of
the can. "That's because she's too busy doing the handing out."

"And that's a bad thing?" Conner stood up
and stretched. He reached for his shorty, drying in the sun. "Jack,
you're guilty of the same thing. You're not the most humble guy in
the world."

"I don't have to be humble, I'm Jack
Brandon."

"And you're alone."

"I don't see a girl hanging off your
shoulders."

Conner smirked. His dive into the water put
a finish to the conversation.

 


****

 


It was the end of the week before they
picked up Sebastian's faint signal. He'd abandoned Turtle Cove for
a small cay further west. Jack photographed the reef while Conner
and Scott took measurements. There was a healthy population of
anemone and damselfish, and Scott catalogued several gobies.

To Jack's surprise, Sebastian had discovered
a healthy community thirty feet beneath the surface. How long he
decided to tarry would be a mystery worth watching. June through
September was mating time. Would Sebastian be urged to return to
the beach where he was once hatched, or would he make his way back
to Turtle Cove?

The trio of divers surfaced for forty-five
minutes. Sebastian was in the area but they couldn't locate him.
Jack transferred a memory stick to his laptop and reloaded. He
checked everyone's tanks and when satisfied with his safety check,
hit the water first. He descended slowly, his camera ready, eyeing
a gang of barracuda checking out the neighborhood. They weren't big
boys but they were good-sized and like all barracuda, intensely
interested in what the divers were about.

Jacks drifted with the current fifty yards
before turning back. He heard a bell jangle and looked for his
buddies. Conner was up current pointing east of the reef. Scott had
swum to the anchor line and was starting his ascent. Conner
motioned again and Jack swam over to join him but not before seeing
what had caught his attention.

Hovering over a rocky alcove like the Death
Star, a graceful mane of tawny and white stripes cast a shadow over
the small inhabitants. The lionfish was a big specimen, at least
twelve inches. He must have been new to the reef, probably fresh
arrived after picking clean a previous one. Conner made the sign to
spear it and with slow reluctance, Jack nodded.

In that moment, he had to admit to himself
that conservation didn't always mean everyone got a free pass. He
couldn't bear to kill something he wasn't going to eat or study,
but this one life could cost hundreds along the patch of coral. He
nodded more resolutely at Conner who appeared to have already made
up his mind. They surfaced together but Jack stayed aboard while a
spear gun went down. They'd spear the lionfish and send the remains
to REEF with a report. Hopefully, there hadn't been any breeding in
the area.

"I hear they taste like tilapia," Conner
mused as the lionfish rolled back and forth in the stainless steel
sink.

"If you want to cut those spines off you're
welcome to eat him."

"I'd rather had tilapia."

"We'll never be able to stop them," Jack
said. He moved over to the sink and picked up the plastic bag with
the deadly beauty in it.

"I look at it this way," Conner argued. "If
man can threaten thousands of species every day, we can control the
lionfish population. We're just going to have to take it one reef
at a time."

Jack felt tired. He went afore to be alone
and watch the sun nest over the horizon. Sunset was always a
perfect event, whether the day had been good or bad. He sighed, the
peacefulness of it comforting him like soup, until he had to push
Sara from his mind. The Caribbean had a much better view of heaven,
he told himself, and the water in Sebastian's world was a minute
bit safer with one less lionfish.

Sara didn't need him, and obviously she
didn't want him. He had tried over and over to make her see he
cared. Perhaps he shouldn't have run, but he had. That's what
sailors did when life caught up with them. They went to sea. Holly
died and he went to work. Work got to be too much and he went to
the office. The office got to be too much and he had come home. But
it didn't feel quite like home because no one was waiting, except
for Sebastian and an influx of unwelcome residents to the
Atlantic.

 


****

 


Jack watched the excess rigging slide
through his calloused hands as he coiled it onto the dock. There
wasn't much that could take the skin off his palms anymore. They
were layered with scars.

He signaled to Conner to cut the engine. The
boat rumbled to a stillness broken only by birds loitering for
scraps and the slap of waves on Calliope's sides. The
fishermen had not come in. The sky was a brilliant, blinding blue,
as blue as Sara's eyes. Jack shook his head, disgusted with
himself.

Conner jumped the rail and landed light as a
cat beside him. "Bob Mackey radioed. I told him we'd meet him
tomorrow and see about the specimen."

Jack fished around in his pockets for a
utility knife. "I'm going to splice the rest of this and call it a
day."

Conner nodded, concern for his captain
showing. "You want to go to Macaw's later?"

"Maybe tomorrow. There's a pile of paperwork
sitting on my counter."

"Don't forget to sign the checks."

Jack gave him half a grin. "Don't worry,
you'll eat."

He lingered behind, taking a hose to the
deck out of habit. He couldn't leave his vessel in anything less
than pristine condition. It would get wet and dirty again within
hours and just as he did every time he brought her in, he'd scrub
her back into shape.

The squeegee did not want to cooperate and
he had a hard time getting the water over the side. Perhaps
holystones and swabs were too soon forgotten, he mused, as he
pondered the advances of civilization.

Footsteps sounded on the pier, and he
glanced up expecting to see someone he knew. A little girl with
shorts and sneakers had a ball cap pulled low over her face. Her
resolute beeline towards his boat made him pause. He flung the mop
down and hopped down to greet her.

The long bill lifted and Carly peered up,
full of mischief. "There you are," she said.

"Well blow me down. What are you doing
here?"

Laughing, Carly looked over her shoulder and
motioned toward two women making their way down the boardwalk. "We
came to visit you."

"We?" Jack shivered in spite of himself.

"Me and my mom. And Sara." Carly crooked her
neck once more to gauge his reaction.

His head and every thought in it began to
spin. Sara had come to see him? Hope, once spent, wriggled into his
chest. She still thought he was a pompous jerk. She didn't know
she'd changed touched something inside of him. He'd quit taking
chances after Holly died. Not risks with his life, but risks with
his heart. He'd worked himself close to death, and certainly into
loneliness. Now could be the chance to tell her.

"We thought we'd come watch you save
turtles. Real ones."

Jack gave Carly a much deserved smile. "I'm
running short on man power, I could use some volunteers."

"That's what we're here for." Her adamancy
touched him.

Vibrations beneath his feet made him look
again. Sara and her sister walked arm and arm. Ellen occasionally
peered over the pier into the clear water but Sara kept marching as
if on a mission. Her legs were pale but shapely. The wind pressed
her shirt against her body, outlining every hill and valley. Like
the first moment he had laid eyes on her, his breath caught and he
had to clear his throat to keep from coughing.

They stopped in front of him, one smiling,
and the other looking carefully over the horizon. He struggled to
say something coherent. Ellen saved him.

"You looked surprised."

"I am." He stuck out his hand and she shook
it. "Sara?"

Sara's eyes met his. Red splotches riddled
her cheeks. "We thought we'd come down and see what all the fuss is
about." She wore a straw hat that turned up at the edges.

"That so," he managed. "Carly said you came
down to work."

"I owe you."

"We won't be baking bread."

"I think I can handle it."

She smiled a little and his heart skipped.
Jack motioned toward the boat and helped them aboard. "Have a look
around," he offered.

Carly made a face. "It's not going to take
that long."

"It's a boat. Haven't you ever been on
one?"

"Does a bass boat count?"

"No."

"Then I'm deprived."

"Here." Jack picked up the squeegee and
pointed at the remaining puddle on the deck. "You can start with
that."

"We just got here," Carly complained. The
twitch in her mouth told him otherwise.

He turned to Ellen. "You have a place to
stay?"

"Yes. It's not too far of a ride."

"I can set you up some place around here if
you want."

"Don't worry." She looked to Sara for
approval. "We're fine."

Sara nodded. "Actually we just wanted to
come down for a few days to see the island and what we could do for
the Foundation."

"That's nice of you." Jack glanced down
modestly although his pulse raced with anticipation. He couldn't
believe she was here, standing beside him on his boat, looking over
his sea. "We'd love to have you hang out for awhile."

"We?"

"Everyone's taken off for the day. We're
early risers." He motioned up the hill to Macaw's. "We're meeting
up there for dinner if you'd like to join us."

"Sure," Sara said quickly then she lapsed
once more into silence.

Ellen asked Jack if she could look around.
While she explored, Jack took Sara into the cabin to show her the
research equipment.

"You don't have much of a kitchen," she
said, looking past his work station.

"I'm not much of a cook."

"Guess they call it a galley for a
reason."

"You're welcome to take over the post if you
want it."

She grinned. "If you want, but I'm kind of
on a break."

"How's the soup kitchen going?" he asked
earnestly.

"We're just getting started."

"You're doing a good thing, Sara. I'm sorry
if I made you feel bad about it."

She didn't seem to believe him. Her eyes
were elsewhere, searching. "Not everyone gets to bankrupt a
business and roll it into a charity."

"You turned up lemons and made lemon
pie."

"Lemonade," she smiled. She studied his face
and they both fell quiet until she swallowed loudly. "I know what
you did for me, Jack. You gave up promoting the Foundation to bring
Dobbs in."

He nodded, flattered he'd been discovered
and ecstatic she was pleased. "I just wanted to help."

Her smile deepened. "Good. Because I haven't
just come to help here, I've come with a problem."

"What's that?"

"I need a dive instructor."

Jack pulled back in surprise.

"I can't pass the certification test," she
grinned sheepishly. "I need you."

For a moment, he almost took her in his arms
but caught himself. "Okay," he said with as much caution as he
could pretend.

"And I'm not going to make a big donation to
your charity." She gave him a teasing stare. "I'm not looking to
network or exchange favors. I'm asking you because you are my," she
hesitated then finished quietly with, "at the very least, my
friend."

 



Chapter Nineteen

 


 


Sara, Ellen, and Carly met Jack for dinner
at a small tavern with an outdoor bar. Macaw's flashy paint job
made it easy to see from the beach. It was nestled on a small hill
overlooking the marina, low enough to be within comfortable walking
distance but high enough to catch a breeze.

A lone guitarist sat in the corner and
strummed a few chords. Conner whistled to catch their attention but
Jack was already on his feet. "Girls," he said cheerfully. He led
them to a wooden booth. Party lanterns were scattered around the
room; one dangling precariously over the table. "You hungry?"

"Starving," Sara smiled.

"They have great snapper."

"I love any kind of seafood, except
oysters."

Jack grinned, "They have those, too."

Ellen raised a hand. "I'll take a
dozen."

"Gross," muttered Carly.

"At least you don't have to cook," Jack
teased.

They ate and made plans for the next
afternoon. Jack told them stories about Conner and Conner returned
the favor. Sara's sides ached from laughing, and her body tingled
with happiness. Jack genuinely seemed happy she'd come to see him.
When they were finished, he took her by the hand and she followed
him outside. "Would you like to give it a shot tomorrow?"

"Diving?"

He nodded.

Sara took a slow deep breath and plucked a
loose thread on the hem of her shorts. "I don't think I'm ready to
certify yet. I need practice."

"I know what you need," Jack reassured her.
Sara found herself mesmerized in the dark. In the moonlight his
eyes gleamed as he studied her face, searching.

Ellen swept out the door with Carly in tow.
"We better go now." She smiled at Jack, and took Sara from his
hand.

"What time do you want to meet
tomorrow?"

"Sunrise."

"I'll see you then," Sara promised him.
"I'll be ready." He held onto her fingers until she pulled away.
The tenderness of it left a lump in her throat.

There was an unwritten rule for diving; you
had to do it for yourself, not for anyone else. She knew she
couldn't bear to disappoint Jack, but she also knew that going into
the water was something she had to want. If she didn't, she would
never conquer the fear. On the taxi ride back to the hotel, palms
shuffled in the darkness. Sara watched them nodding, admonishing
her that the decision had to be her own.

After a restless night, she made good on her
promise, taking the steps to the pier two at a time as the sun
flowered across the sky. Her mind was fatigued but a stream of
excitement began to rise. She waved when she saw him rise from
Calliope's deck and look her direction. As torturous as the
night had been there was something about the smell of the air, the
taste of salt on the breeze, and the open sea that made all of the
fears creep into the furthest recesses of her mind.

The beautiful turquoise water did not seem
like a mysterious hazard but an exotic invitation. Surprised, she
realized she couldn't wait to get in and have a look around Jack
Brandon's world.

Ellen and Carly lagged behind arguing about
swimsuits. "Come on," Sara called after them. She skipped past the
tidy row of private boats in their various shapes and sizes and up
the gangway. "You ready for me?"

Jack jumped over the rail and took her into
his arms. He kissed her nose. "Been ready." He led her aboard, took
her into the cabin and handed her a book. "Read through the manual
and refresh your memory."

"I've been refreshing all night." Sara took
the book and flipped it open to the first lesson. "Are you going to
let Carly try?"

Jack should his head. "Conner is going to
take them snorkeling. It'll be just you and me."

"She'll be disappointed," Sara warned.

"Who'll be disappointed?" Ellen clambered
into the small space.

"I'm going to have Conner take you and Carly
snorkeling."

"That's fine."

Carly's head dropped over the hatch,
upside-down like a lantern. "I want to dive."

"You're not certified and your mother said
no," Jack said firmly.

"I can do most of it. Certify me."

"Not this time."

She stuck her lip out and looked at her
mother. "You got to him."

Ellen shook her head. "He's completely
right."

"She's not too young," Jack waffled.

"When she learns to listen to me, I'll
consider it."

Carly's head disappeared.

Jack turned back to Sara. "Go over the
manual and we'll practice on deck."

"You're going to certify me?"

"Let's do a run through then we'll see how
far you're comfortable going once we're in the water."

"How deep?" Sara tried to disguise her
consternation.

"We'll put the anchor down in about twenty
feet. Then we'll snorkel in toward the cay and give it a shot in
about, say ten?"

Sara nodded. "I can do ten feet."

He gave her a squeeze, smiled at Ellen, then
hurried out.

"You going to be okay?"

Sara looked over the top of her book. "I
really feel like I can do it. I don't know if it's him or because
you're here, but I want to conquer this."

"Just remember," said Ellen, "no matter
what, breathe from the mouth. Pretend there's something smelly out
there."

"That's not going to be easy since I use my
smeller every day."

"Let the things you've learned be right
here. Nothing more." Ellen tapped her forehead. "Once you pass off
these skills, it's over. You'll be able to swim around and relax,
plus you'll know what to do if something ever happens. It's all in
the preparation."

Sara smiled at her sister. "I'll do my
best."

Jack said that it was three miles out but to
Sara the ride ended too soon. They set down anchor outside a strip
of rocky beach with ivory sand and squatty palms. Just where the
water began to change from indigo to a lighter greenish hue, Jack
cut off the rattling engine. "How's this look?"

Carly dangled over the side, nearly
overturning herself. "I can see the bottom!" she cried in
excitement. Conner, loaded down with gear, grabbed her by the ankle
and pulled her back into the boat.

"You're not going in without one of these."
He dangled a snorkeling vest in front of her nose and she screwed
her face into a knot.

"I don't need a life jacket."

"It's not a lifejacket, it's a snorkeling
vest."

It took twenty minutes to get them into the
water and on their way. Sara watched them hurry off, a small school
of happy swimmers. She felt Jack come up behind her, his warm legs
up against the back of hers.

"You look good in that."

Sara glanced down at her new green bikini.
"Makes my caboose look big."

"Oh no, it doesn't," Jack crooned. "Are you
ready?"

Grinning, she nodded. Ellen had loaned her
the shorty and she zipped it up over her suit. He handed the BC
over and watched her struggle into it. He'd already strapped the
tank in. "Try sitting on the bench."

She sat and wiggled into the heavy vest.
"Weights?" She stood and he wrapped a belt around her with eight
pounds on either side.

"If this doesn't feel right, we'll try
something heavier." The wind was whipping his hair around and she
brushed it out of his face.

"You need a haircut."

He laughed. "No thanks." He pulled on her
braid to make sure it was secure. "You shouldn't have any trouble
with your mask with your hair tied back. One or two strands can
still break the seal and let water find its way in."

"We don't want that to happen." Sara pressed
her lips together. She tried to feel brave.

"Just relax. Air in. Air out."

Sara nodded. "I won't panic. I had a taste
of what that can do in class. Guffin made me realize the
seriousness of it, that and my head spinning once I broke the
surface too fast."

"You stay calm and you breathe," Jack
reassured. His gaze drifted off momentarily and Sara sensed he was
thinking about Holly.

She bent down and pulled on one of her fins.
"My parents would have wanted me to live my life to the fullest.
They would have wanted me to open Turtle Soup." She chuckled. "They
would have been right there with me, even though it didn't turn out
how I hoped, they would have wanted me to give it a go." Jack
remained silent, squatting to help her get her other foot in place.
"That's what it's all about. That's why I'm here right now. I'm
giving it a go."

"You are very wise for a landlubber," he
teased. Sara laughed and picked up the rest of her gear.

The dive platform was a white shelf almost
level with the gentle waves. Ignoring the ladder, Sara put one hand
to her mask and the other to her mouth and jumped. Water fizzed
around her like seltzer. When the bubbles cleared, she gave a kick
up to the surface just as Jack joined her in a small splash.

He had nothing on but a pair of swim shorts,
his BC strapped over his bare shoulders. He grinned around the
mouthpiece then motioned for her to follow him. They swam several
yards away from the boat until Jack pointed down. Sara lifted her
release valve. She put the hose straight up into the air and
depressed it in short spurts, waiting for her body to sink slowly
toward the bottom. She only had to stop once, tugging on her nose
and stretching her neck until her ears balanced with a whoosh of
cold water.

Sara gazed around in wonderment. Visibility
stretched for what seemed miles, an endless sapphire universe with
clean sand and brown stumps of coral on the bottom. A school of
silver fish swam past as if she were of no importance. She felt
like Alice in Wonderland.

Jack motioned for her to settle on an
uninhabited patch of sand. Sara depressed the rest of her air out
of the BC. Relatively stationary, she folded her legs, mindful of
her fins and the damage they could do. A nervous flutter tickled
her gut but she took another deep breath, closed her eyes, and
envisioned a cloud of butterflies soaring away. Jack took her hand
and through the glass she found her focus, his brown eyes closely
watching hers.

Like she'd done so many times before, she
nodded when he gave her the signal to begin the first skill. He was
no longer Jack in the deli, or Jack kissing her on the back patio,
but her teacher, and a patient one, waiting for her to pull the
regulator from her mouth, float it away then calmly retrieve it.
She did so with no problem, allowing a slow confident stream of
bubbles to pass between her lips.

He gave her the okay signal and they moved
on. Excitement built in her chest. She began to tremble
uncontrollably. The tasks were simple and familiar, and though
exhilaration literally made her shake, her mind stayed steady. The
time came to flood her mask and drain the water out. He moved
closer, locking eyes and gave her an encouraging nod.

Sara took a breath. She mentally commanded
herself not to inhale through her nose and without dwelling on the
consequences tilted her mask slightly forward until the seal broke.
Water flooded over her face, ice cold against the dry comfort. Her
eyes slammed shut. She reached for her regulator and touching it
for reassurance, made herself draw in through her mouth without
sniffling. When her lungs were full, she looked up and blew the air
out through her nostrils until it magically pushed all of the water
out of the mask. Timidly she opened one eye.

The mask was empty. The salt in her mouth
tasted as strong as if she'd licked a salt block. Satisfied, she
looked at Jack and he smiled. He mimed Guffin's clap which made her
giggle. It came out a loud strangled puff in her ears but he seemed
to understand. He put his hands on either side of her face and put
her mask to his. He winked, filling her with warmth, and then
motioned for the last skill.

Sara did not dwell on her parents in the car
but she didn't try to push away the thoughts of their last moments
as they crowded in. She thought about how proud they would be she
was trying new things. Sara removed the mask completely, placed it
back on her head, and paused. Breathing in and out through the
regulator, she calmly cleared the mask once more. When she could
see again, she found to her surprise, Conner and Ellen hovered over
her, floating weightlessly in the aquatic air.

 


****

 


Conner laid a long plank over the engine
cover and took a machete to a whole pineapple. Sara was surprised
at her hunger. They'd only been in the water for half of an hour.
Jack had taken her to a congregation of rocks and pointed out a few
tropical fish. She'd also examined a large conch shell with the
long legs of a crab visible from a crevice.

"Eat this." Jack shoved a slice of fresh
pineapple in her mouth. She closed her eyes as the sweet syrup
washed over her tongue. "Mmmm." She reached for another, dodging
the smack of Carly's hand. "It's not all for you," she threatened.
Her niece grinned.

"How was it?"

"Awesome." Sara took a bottled water from a
cooler and sat back to warm herself in the sun. "Completely
different than the pool."

"I can't wait."

"Maybe next summer or the one after."

"I'll be sixteen," Carly cried. "I want to
learn now. I don't see what the big deal is."

"We don't get everything we want right when
we want it."

"You do."

Sara made a disbelieving noise. "That's not
true. Don't be in such a hurry, Carly, you have all the time in the
world."

"Grandma and grandpa didn't."

"Yes, they did." Sara wiggled her finger in
Carly's face, "but they took it one day at a time. Didn't you like
snorkeling?"

"Been there, done that." Carly glanced at
Conner speaking in low tones to her mother who was smiling back.
"You know she's not any different than you."

"What do you mean?"

"You may have a hard time in the water
because grandma and grandpa drowned, but at least it's your
problem. She's never going to be let me dive because of it."

"That's not true. She lets you swim."

Carly shrugged. "Big deal."

Jack came out of the galley with a bag of
crackers. "Don't get excited now," he teased, "they're not cookies
from Turtle Soup."

Sara took the bag and opened it. She tested
one and gave him a serious look. "I'm not sure what they are."

"Saltines never expire."

Sara choked on the course dry crumbs and
fumbled for her water. "You wanna bet?"

He laughed and took a couple, making a
pineapple sandwich with them.

"Another reason you shouldn't be allowed in
a kitchen."

"Sailors will eat anything."

"I see that." Sara washed her last mouthful
down and leaned back in the sun. An alarm sounded from within the
cabin and Jack jumped up. When he returned he had a satisfied look
on his face.

"Would you like to meet some of my
family?"

"Absolutely." Sara looked around. She
expected to see a boat weighted down with strangers but all she saw
was the smooth plate of sea and the cloudless sky. "You mean
later?"

Jack shook his head. "I mean right now." He
walked over to the rail and scanned the water. "Conner!" he shouted
and Conner waved back. Jack handed Sara a new tank. "Strap this
into your BC. I'll double check your work."

Sara widened her eyes in question but he
gave nothing away. He moved to strap on his own equipment leaving
her curiosity to burn. She zipped her wetsuit up snug around her
neck then heaved the fresh tank into place between the Velcro
straps of her BC.

Jack came over and helped her latch the
vest's buckles then slipped her fins onto her feet. "This way," he
said. He led her over to the dive platform, motioned for her to
wait, then did a graceful lunge into the water disappearing for
several minutes. Finally, he surfaced and motioned for her to join
him.

The water fizzed all around her once more.
Sara waited for the bubbles to clear. Jack was waiting. He took her
gently across the expanse of bare ocean floor until they reached
the beginnings of what look like a long meandering reef. They
halted and Sara fiddled with her release valve until she acquired a
novice level of buoyancy.

Beside her with folded arms, Jack bobbed
effortlessly watching the reef. She expected at any moment to see a
giant sea monster come swimming out of the depths. Her throat
tightened as a dark shadow became visible in the distance, gliding
toward them. Panic seized her and she grabbed for his arm.

His touch was calm and reassuring. He
motioned for her to breathe and she caught herself, panting much
too fast through the regulator. She couldn't tear her eyes away. It
passed beneath them, a brown, heart-shaped shell the size of a
breakfast table. Sara saw the flash of white flesh around the
flippers, the amphibious head, and her fear turned to
wonderment.

The sea turtle did a slow turn beneath the
boat and came back. He was majestic; a living, breathing remnant of
another era in the earth's history. Sara swallowed as he glided
past. The turtle's dark eye seemed to look her over, sending a
thrill through her body. Flashes of yellow dappled his primitive
face. She wanted to reach out and touch him but instinct told her
to stay put. He circled them once more then surprisingly rose to
the surface.

Jack tugged at her arm and together they
rose also, stopping once beneath the turtle's belly for a safety
stop that seemed no time at all. They surfaced a few yards away
from where Sebastian had taken air. "What do you think of my old
friend?"

Following his lead, Sara spit the regulator
out and pulled her mask down. She grinned wildly. "You have some
very cool friends."

"Guess I'm lucky that way." He stared as if
he wanted to say more.

"Sara!" Carly waved madly from the stern and
pointed at a camera.

"Luck has nothing to do with it." Ignoring
Carly's spasms, Sara looked around to see if she could spy the
ancient wonder once more. "So this is you."

"This is what I do."

"It suits you, you know, much better than a
desk in Georgia."

Jack smiled. His black hair was slicked
back, his skin glowing in the bright sun. "Whatever it takes."

"To what?"

Jack motioned toward where Sebastian
disappeared. "When Sebastian is gone, we'll be next."

Feeling much like a cork, Sara tread closer
to him to listen.

"Right now we really only track nesting
females, but this is where it's at." He looked down into the water
at the reef below. "There's a movement to attach satellites to the
backs of their shells. They fall off eventually, but I'm not sure
how I feel about that." Jack wiped salt stains from his mask.

"If it doesn't do them any harm?"

"It probably doesn't, but there are other
avenues. The reefs, the grasses, the algae -- once they're gone,
the turtles will go. And so on."

Sara understood. "It's worth fighting
for."

"Life always is."

"Is that why you were angry with me, for
closing Turtle Soup?"

"If it's what you believe in, then yes."

"I believe in a lot of things, Jack," Sara
said carefully, "but I don't believe there's only one way to get
there. Just like what you're saying about research. Maybe the
difference is I know I don't always have to do it on my own."

He studied her, serious eyes damp at the
corners. "I'm working on that."

Sara gave him a soft look, broken by a
splash and look of panic on his face. He shot past her in a
desperate plunge for the boat. Sara turned in confusion. Conner had
jumped onto the dive platform, and Ellen was struggling into her
BC.

Sara put her face in the water and came up
sputtering. Thick salt choked her lungs and vision. She pulled the
mask up over her face and scrambled for the release valve.

Beneath the gentle waves, she saw what her
mind had deduced and panic had denied. Carly was a ball of flailing
foam on the bottom. Jack had just reached her and was struggling to
get his arms around her.

Sara watched in horror until everything
she'd learned came back to her in a flash. She tried to descend too
fast and pressure in her ears made her squeal in pain. She squeezed
her nose and blew, concentrating only on reaching her niece.

Jack had his secondary mouthpiece in Carly's
mouth and his arm around her neck. Her eyes were squeezed shut and
her chest heaving with choking coughs. Blindly she fought to get
away, her legs kicking desperately, but Jack held her firm.

Sara reached them and Jack shook his head to
keep her from interfering. He motioned for her to get Carly's BC
off. Sara struggled to get at the buckles. She realized Carly had
picked up a BC with weight lined in the pockets and added a weight
belt, too. In the fast plunge to the bottom, she'd lost the mask
and mouthpiece.

Suddenly the girl's eyes bulged open in
panic as she coughed into Jack's regulator so hard it popped out.
Sara frantically managed to get it back in and she began to breathe
spasmodically once more.

Pulling the vest off at Jack's direction,
Sara emptied it of all of the weight then wrapped it back around
Carly's shoulders. Once it was secure and the tank's pressure gauge
checked, Sara gave Jack the okay signal. Carly was breathing, a
slow stream of bubbles, in and out, as if in a dream she feared to
wake from. Her eyes would open briefly then click shut again
against the pressure. Sara moved forward waiting for Jack's
instructions. He motioned for her to remove her own mask.

Understanding and with only a moment's
hesitation, she shut her eyes and removed the mask. She felt Jack's
fingers take it from her hand and she knew it was gone. She forced
herself to draw air only through the regulator in her mouth. He
would put the mask onto Carly and hope she would be able to clear
it; that it would calm her as they made their way slowly to the
surface.

Blind, Sara could do nothing, but she felt
Jack's hand slip into hers and fasten her fingers around a strap on
his BC. Calmly, lost in an empty black world with Jack as her guide
she kicked off.

When they surfaced, Jack rolled Carly onto
the platform. She still had the mouthpiece gripped firmly between
her teeth. Jack slid the mask off her face, mumbling words of
comfort. The girl gasped, her back arched and her head fell back.
Beside her, Ellen began to cry. Sara put an arm around her sister
and pulled her close.

They swaddled Carly in blankets and tried to
soothe her as Conner roused the engine. Thanks to Jack's satellite
radio, help was waiting for them when they reached the island in
record time.

 



Chapter Twenty

 


 


The doctors were unable to separate Ellen
from her daughter so Sara waited with Jack and Conner; a somber
trio in a waiting room outside the trauma area. Conner had a look
of agitation on his face that he swapped out for pacing.

Sara felt exhausted. She let her head fall
back on Jack's arm. He was sitting stone-like, staring straight
ahead. It was strange, she thought, that she should be the one to
offer comfort.

She ran her hand up and down his thigh
beside her. "She's going to be okay." Jack didn't blink but his jaw
tightened. A dawning realization made Sara sit up. "This wasn't
your fault, Jack." He glanced at her then looked away.

"Jack, thank goodness you were there." She
leaned into him until he met her eyes. "She could have drowned. You
did everything right." Sara took him by the chin. "This was her own
doing."

"My boat, my responsibility," he whispered
back in a broken voice. Sara wrapped an arm around his shoulders
and pulled him to her.

"We all make mistakes. We get scared, we get
stupid, we do things we know not to do. It happens, Jack. This was
not your fault in any way. Do not beat yourself up."

His eyes glimmered. "It's the
what-if's."

"I know exactly what you mean, and just
about everyone else does, too. You are not the only person in the
world who's lost somebody."

"I'm sorry about your parents."

"I'm not talking about my parents. Guffin
told me. It was an accident, what happed to Holly." Jack's jaw
tightened again. "I didn't tell you I knew because I didn't want
you to think I was patronizing you, but I know what it's like."

"I should have been there for Holly."

"But she didn't want you to be."

"She didn't have to die. I could have saved
her. She panicked."

"There doesn't always have to be someone at
fault. Life happens." Sara hesitated before adding, "Death happens,
too. You're a scientist, you know that. You're not going to be able
to save every turtle in the sea."

"I'm going to die trying."

"Then give it your best shot, but at the end
of the day remember it's not always going to go according to
plan."

Jack hesitated. "Sometimes I forget
that."

Sara struggled for more. "It's not always
about saving the world. You do what you can but you let go and live
a little. You're going to fail sometimes."

He relented with a chuckle. "Like Turtle
Soup."

"I didn't fail," Sara declared boldly.

"I know."

She pointed down the hall where Carly had
been wheeled away. "Right now that little girl is lying in a
hyperbaric chamber thinking about how she almost killed herself and
how Jack Brandon saved her life. If you call that failure then you
take something away from her." Sara leaned over and kissed him on
the cheek. "Besides, with your reputation, there'll be no living
with her after this."

 



Chapter Twenty-One

 


 


The doctors allowed them a visit several
hours later. Carly had water in her lungs and had burst her
eardrums, but she was conscious and breathing.

Jack watched Conner, laden down with a
complex armful of stuffed animals and candy, try to dump it on the
foot of her bed. Ellen took the candy and Carly let him tuck a blue
dolphin under her arm.

"How are you feeling, kiddo?" Jack asked as
they assembled around her.

"Like I'm going to be grounded for
life."

Ellen made an affirmative sound. Jack
wiggled Carly's toe under the blanket. "Next time let's use the
pool to show off."

"Think I better wait awhile before I try
that again."

"And with a little less weight," Sara said
firmly.

"How much do you weigh anyway, five hundred
pounds?" Jack teased.

"She's not as big as she thinks she is."

"I'll remember that," Carly said dryly.
"I'll remember you," she said to Jack. Through choked tears she
thanked him for saving her life.

Sara leaned down and kissed her. "You get
some rest. I'll be back in the morning." Carly nodded. Sara hugged
Ellen and offered to get her something to eat but Conner had
already made arrangements. "I guess she's taken care of then."

"I got it from here." Conner tried to appear
casual but failed miserably. He motioned to Jack. "Maybe you should
go feed our newest certified diver and get her into bed. I mean put
her to bed." He laughed and threw his hands up.

Jack felt his face flush. "Thought we'd get
a bite at Macaw's. You sure you don't want us to bring you
anything?" They shook their heads so he quickly took Sara by the
hand and led her out of the room before Conner tried to be any more
helpful. Outside, they found the moon had risen full and luminous
in the tar black sky.

Sara said, "Beautiful night. Nice finish to
a not so beautiful afternoon."

Their fingers laced, he stroked the back of
her hand with his thumb. "You were right about Carly. She may not
be a kid anymore but she still has a lot to learn. We all do."

"Amen to that."

Jack found his feet had stopped. He did get
it; the small stuff, the little things, the subtle layers of love
and living that truly mattered. He took Sara by the shoulders but
she spoke first:

"Don't ever blame yourself for what happened
today." Her voice was soft but determined. "And Jack," he knew what
was coming, "let go of what happened to Holly. If there was
anything you could've done to save her, I know you would've, and
deep down, you know it, too."

Jack swallowed. Sara's face swam in the
starlight, her eyes sparkling with sincerity.

"I," he began, but words failed. He tried
again. "I would have done anything for Holly when she was alive. I
would have done anything to save her life. But you need to know,
Sara," he took a deep breath, "that I'd do anything for you. Just
as much and more. It's the losing that scares me. It's the fear of
what almost happened today that holds me back."

"I'm not going anywhere, Jack Brandon, and
until I do, I intend to enjoy myself. And I'd like to start with
you."

They examined one another and in her eyes
Jack saw what he longed for. He wanted to jump up and down, or
swing her around, but he couldn't tear himself away from her smile.
She turned up her face and their lips met in a deep slow song. He
heard it wash over the island from the shore below. He heard it
brush through the leafy hills and stir the dust around their feet.
He heard it in his soul and believed with all of his heart, that
she could hear it, too.

Sara wrapped her arms around his shoulders,
her fingers kneading into his back. The taste and feel of her sent
a flurry of words through his mind. Good thoughts, pretty pictures,
wonderful ideas. He promised himself he'd write them down for her
someday.

 


###

THE END

 



 


Bonus Recipe

 


Turtle Soup's Cherry Whip

 


1 20-ounce can of crushed pineapple

1 can of cherry pie filling

1 can of sweetened condensed milk

1 large 16-ounce container of whipped
topping

 


Drain the pineapple. In a large bowl, mix
the pineapple, cherry pie filling, and sweetened condensed milk.
Gently stir in the whipped topping until blended and smooth. Cover.
Chill in refrigerator at least 3 hours or overnight before
serving.
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To learn more about sea turtle research
and conservation, visit The Caribbean Conservation Corporation
at: http://www.cccturtle.org/

 


The Georgia Aquarium can be reached
at: http://www.georgiaaquarium.org/

 


Swim with sea turtles at the real Turtle
Cove: http://www.doubloon.com/Doubloon.htm
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